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Abstract

This study examines pre-primary education in socioculturally diverse rural African contexts from
the perspective of justice. The aim is to study what kind of pre-primary education would be
meaningful especially in educationally marginalized rural Namibian contexts. The researcher asks
what kinds of characteristics constitute meaningful pre-primary education in marginalized
contexts?

This study approaches the multilayered phenomenon of educational marginalization from a
systemic point of view, utilizing sociocultural theories and a qualitative case study to explore pre-
primary learners’ educational challenges and opportunities. Interviews and group discussions
included policy actors, teachers, and parents. In addition, data collection in three educationally
marginalized communities included group discussions, photographs, video recordings, field notes,
and documents.

The findings exemplify educational marginalization as a multilayered, socially and culturally
constructed and subjectively experienced phenomenon. The findings open three perspectives on
meaningful pre-primary education in marginalized contexts. First, the study emphasizes the
familiarity, acknowledgement and inclusion of sociocultural conditions as the basis for
educational policy planning and implementation. Second, the study emphasizes the significance
of parents’ participation in the development of just pre-primary education models and practices.
Parents consider education that prepares children for the modern world and to transition flexibly
between traditional communities and modern society, meaningful because of their school and life
experiences. The third perspective emphasizes that the realization of meaningful and just pre-
primary education requires political, institutional, and individual purpose and will. The model this
study presents to enhance this process may be helpful for those that want to pursue the goal of
quality pre-primary education in marginalized contexts.

Keywords: educational marginalization, educationally marginalized communities,
exclusion, inclusion, pre-primary education
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Tiivistelmä

Väitöskirjassa tarkastellaan esiopetusta Afrikan sosiokulttuurisesti monimuotoisissa maaseutu-
konteksteissa oikeudenmukaisuuden näkökulmasta. Tavoitteena on tutkia, millainen esiopetus
olisi merkityksellistä erityisesti Namibian opetuksellisesti syrjäytyneissä maaseutukonteksteis-
sa. Tutkimuksessa kysytään, mikä on ominaista merkitykselliselle esiopetukselle marginaalisis-
sa konteksteissa.

Tutkimuksessa lähestytään opetuksellisen syrjäytymisen monitasoista ilmiötä järjestelmien
näkökulmasta soveltamalla sosiokulttuurisia teorioita ja laadullista tapaustutkimusta esikoulu-
laisten opetuksellisten haasteiden ja mahdollisuuksien tutkimukseen. Haastatteluihin ja ryhmä-
keskusteluihin osallistui koulutuspoliittisia toimijoita, opettajia ja vanhempia. Lisäksi aineistoa
kerättiin kolmesta opetuksellisesti syrjäytyneestä yhteisöstä ryhmäkeskusteluilla, valokuvilla,
videoilla, muistiinpanoin sekä asiakirjoja tutkimalla. Tutkimusaineisto analysoitiin temaattisesti
käyttäen sekä induktiivista että deduktiivista analyysiä.

Tulokset ilmensivät opetuksellista syrjäytymistä monitahoisena, sosiaalisesti ja kulttuurisesti
rakentuvana sekä yksilöllisesti koettuna ilmiönä. Tulokset avaavat kolme näkökulmaa merkityk-
sellisestä esiopetuksesta marginaalisissa konteksteissa. Ensiksi tutkimus korostaa sosiokulttuu-
risten olosuhteiden tuntemusta ja tunnustamista sekä huomioimista koulutuspolitiikan suunnitte-
lun ja toteutuksen lähtökohtana. Toiseksi tutkimus korostaa vanhempien osallisuuden merkitys-
tä oikeudenmukaisempien esiopetusmallien- ja käytäntöjen kehittämisessä. Opetus, joka valmis-
taa lapsia moderniin maailmaan sekä joustavaan liikkumiseen perinteisten yhteisöjen ja moder-
nin yhteiskunnan välillä, näyttäytyy merkityksellisenä vanhemmille heidän koulu- ja elämänko-
kemuksiensa johdosta. Kolmas näkökulma painottaa poliittista, institutionaalista ja yksilön
tavoitteellisuutta ja tahtotilaa merkityksellisemmän ja oikeudenmukaisemman esiopetuksen
aikaansaamisessa. Tässä tutkimuksessa kuvatun mallin toivotaan olevan avuksi niille, joiden
tavoitteena on laadukas esiopetus syrjäytyneissä konteksteissa.

Asiasanat: eksluusio, esiopetus, inkluusio, opetuksellinen syrjäytyminen,
opetuksellisesti syrjäytyneet yhteisöt
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1 Introduction 

Public pre-primary education has gained momentum in recent years in many 

African countries, including Namibia, which gives this study its context. The 

expanded access to free universal pre-primary education aimed to improve learning 

outcomes and provide a more equal start for every child. For countries such as 

Namibia, establishment of public pre-primary education represents an important 

milestone in providing quality education within the international framework of 

rights-based education, and the country’s efforts have been internationally 

acknowledged as progressive when compared to other nations. Yet, there is 

significant evidence that the efforts have not met the educational needs of children 

living in remote and socio-economically challenging contexts. 

Nearly 20 years after public pre-primary education commenced in Namibia, 

the education of children in rural communities remains a concern. The enrolment 

of San children in primary school has increased from approximately 25% (von 

Wietersheim, 2002) to 67% (Dieckman, Thiem, Dirkx, & Hays, 2014). However, 

only approximately 1% of San learners finish their senior secondary phase. 

National reports state that “many San children are not attending school” (Ministry 

of Education, Arts & Culture, 2018, p. 24) and that “their situation requires the 

Ministry’s continued attention and supportive action” (p. 24). Why this is the case 

and what kind of education could enhance educational equity and justice for 

children in marginalized communities is a question long overdue, and it is one this 

study explores. 

The above illustrates how complex and acute the need is to strengthen early 

education in marginalized communities both globally and locally. It also highlights 

the topic of educational marginalization, which is at the center of this study, as well 

as the sociocultural approach employed in this study. I am interested in the 

environment in which children from marginalized communities have their first 

experience with education. My perspective is based on the idea that providing early 

education for children in marginalized communities is a matter of access and 

justice—not only one of the two. 

This study employed a qualitative case study design to explore pre-primary 

education in the marginalized contexts of rural Namibia. Previous research has 

acknowledged that high quality early childhood education (hereafter ECE) sets a 

foundation for later learning and success in school, career, and life in general 

(Huotilainen, 2019; Kroeger, Pech & Cope, 2009; Lynch, 2005). Positive ECE 

experiences enhance the likelihood of children graduating and becoming proficient 
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in languages and math, and children are less likely to need special education 

services or become pregnant, to name but a few benefits (American Academy of 

Pediatrics, 2005). The positive effects of high-quality ECE programmes are 

magnified for children with disadvantaged backgrounds (Jerrand, 2016; Millei, 

2019). ECE enhances the likelihood of children achieving better learning outcomes, 

supports their transition to later phases of school and helps them develop positive 

social behaviors. It also plays a critical role in supporting families and communities 

in difficult circumstances as they raise and care for children. Thus, ECE is an 

important element in ensuring a more even foundation for learning, development, 

and well-being.  

The literature links ECE to equity, as it counteracts discrimination against 

children from backgrounds that differ from the norm (Engelbrecht, Savolainen, Nel, 

Koskela & Okkolin, 2017). ECE strengthens and maintains democratic societies by 

providing the social and education support that families need. Children’s and 

family’s participation in formal ECE have been compared to participation in a 

democratic society in which the fulfilment of rights, agency and equality are 

important principles (Eriksen, 2018). 

Hence, it is not surprising that researchers have raised concerns about rising 

inequality in the worldwide provision of ECE (Kirova, Massing, Prochner & 

Cleghorn, 2016; Lewis & Watson-Gegeo, 2004). Global efforts to ensure universal 

access to quality ECE have been insufficient for children whose ECE outcomes 

continue to be poor, and the gap in learning outcomes is only widening (Molla & 

Nolan, 2019). The most affected children live in remote and socio-economically 

disadvantaged areas and have Indigenous backgrounds and special health needs 

(Molla & Nolan, 2019). In these contexts, families lack access to quality ECE when 

compared to dominant groups often more involved in decision-making and societal 

power structures (Boldermo & Ødegaard, 2019; Jerrand, 2016). Instead of 

functioning as protection against discrimination and marginalization, poor-quality 

ECE experiences may lead to further marginalization and have harmful effects on 

language acquisition, social development and school performance of children who 

are already disadvantaged (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2005). 

The challenge of improving the situation for children whose ECE experiences 

have continued to be less valuable than those of other children in the same society 

has also been noted in numerous reports by international development agencies 

(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2017; United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 2019; United 
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Nations International Children's Emergency Fund [UNICEF], 2019). Hekia Parata, 

New Zealand’s minister of education, stated that, 

the challenge we face is how to ensure our education systems give every child 

the quality learning experiences they need to develop and realize their 

individual potential, and to do so in ways that value who they are, their 

language, identity, and culture. How do we harness diversity, create fairness, 

and ensure our learning environments engage and achieve the best outcomes 

for all individuals, not just a few? (Schleicher, 2014, p. 9) 

At this point, many questions arise: how come ECE programmes do not work in 

marginalized communities? If reformed, what kind of changes should be made to 

ECE provision? What constitutes quality ECE in marginalized communities? These 

questions have led to debate among theorists, researchers, and practitioners on how 

to ensure that the most marginalized children get a good foundation for their 

learning, and lives (Dahlberg & Pence, 2008). This discourse is largely rooted in 

sociocultural theories and focused on children in specific contexts. 

This study belongs to the field of sociocultural studies in which educational 

marginalization is an emerging phenomenon in education systems in the context of 

their broader environments. Accordingly, I am interested in understanding the 

various aspects of the broader environment in which public pre-primary education 

has been constructed in Namibia. The policy and legal frameworks, cultural 

diversity, historical events, and economic conditions are some of the key elements 

that influence societal conditions for children and their education. Ensuring that 

teacher education, in-service training, and policy and programme developments are 

built on and informed by societal realities is an important part of constructing a just 

education system. There is scant research that holistically considers the 

environmental conditions influencing pre-primary education. This study aims to fill 

this gap by exploring Namibia’s provision of pre-primary education in 

marginalized communities. 

1.1 Study aims and research question 

This study’s objective is to deepen the understanding of just pre-primary education 

in educationally marginalized contexts. Throughout the paper, educational 

marginalization is a central concept. I aim to empirically explore what educational 

marginalization is and what constitutes a more meaningful pre-primary education 

in marginalized communities. Theoretically, this study explores the phenomenon 
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of educational marginalization within the broader system of society. It aims to 

contribute to existing research by elaborating on pre-primary education in 

marginalized contexts; it examines how pre-primary education could meet the 

needs of children in marginalized Namibian communities, Namibian society at 

large and in the interplay between the two. The overall research question is: what 

kind of characteristics constitute meaningful pre-primary education in marginalized 

contexts? This thesis’s three sub-studies (see Articles I, II and III) each explored 

different aspects of the broader research question and discussed how these 

characteristics could be considered in the provision of more just public pre-primary 

education. Article I explored Indigenous parents’ views on the kind of education 

they considered meaningful for their children. Article II explored the policy 

environment and policy actors’ views on educational marginalization and how it 

could be addressed to provide a more equitable foundation for schooling. Article 

III explored teachers’ views on learning and teaching in marginalized contexts. 

This thesis proceeds in the following order: Sub-chapter 1.2 presents the key 

concepts and previous research on education in marginalized contexts. Sub-chapter 

1.3 introduces Namibian pre-primary education as this study’s setting. In Chapter 

2, the study’s theoretical and methodological underpinnings are discussed, and a 

sociocultural approach is presented as means of understanding educational 

marginalization in a specific context. Chapter 3 describes the research process, 

research sites, participants, data-collection and analysis processes and issues 

related to research ethics. In Chapter 4, the study’s findings are summarized. 

Chapter 5 discusses the study’s broader aims, reflects on the research process and 

forecasts future research directions. 

1.2 Education in marginalized contexts: Previous research 

What does it mean to be marginalized, and what does it means to be educated? How 

are these two concepts intertwined? As a researcher, how can I explore educational 

marginalization, understand it, and conceptualize it? Educational marginalization 

has been a research interest of education, sociology, anthropology, and psychology 

scholars concerned with issues of justice and equity. As countries are urged to reach 

international benchmarks, such as universal primary education, educational 

marginalization has received increased interest from researchers (Dejaeghere & 

Lee, 2011). Sociocultural scholars have pointed out that beyond issues of access to 

education, the structures and relations that marginalize some and include others 
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must be explored in order to achieve broader equity concerns (Dejaeghere & Lee, 

2011; Okilwa, 2015). 

Marginality is a complex and multilayered concept with definitions that vary 

according to discipline and context (Cullen & Pretes, 2000). Some have defined 

marginalization as the peripheralization of individuals and groups by the dominant 

or central majority (Hall, 1999). Being at the margins is “a condition or state at the 

edge of social, cultural, economic, ecological, geographical and political systems 

in which a person (or group) is trapped involuntarily and from which the person 

aims at escaping, to achieve a better quality of life” (Gatzweiler, Baumüller, 

Ladenburger & von Braun, 2011, p. 12). 

This definition assumes that the marginalization of groups and individuals is 

not a chosen position but is the result of social and cultural structures. According 

to Hall (1999), marginalized people differ from the norm. Vasys (2005) framed the 

tensions around normality as the center versus the non-center, inclusion versus 

exclusion and the majority versus a minority. Marginalized people may be socially 

excluded or experience inequalities in terms of distribution of power and resources. 

Risks to the marginalized include war, torture, criticism, sudden exteriorization, 

internalised self- and group hatred and illness and death due to a lack of basic 

resources (food, shelter), and these factors are the results of the political, social and 

economic structures that utilize dominant languages and resources (Hall, 2009). 

This understanding suggests that marginalization is both a process and an 

experience. The process privileges and includes certain people and their ideas of 

others. The experience brings about feelings, reflections, and outcomes such as how 

a person feels about their identity and relates to others (Vasys, 2005). People who 

experience oppression tend to internalize the views of their oppressors and 

construct their identities as oppressed people while regarding the majority culture 

as superior (Salazar & Abrams, 2005). Their lives are watched closely by society 

because “the network of power dominates social structures and extends punitive 

treatment to the marginalized even if they are not cognitive of their perceived 

deviance” (Hall, 1999, p. 92). In this way, if the marginalized lack information on 

what is considered normal, their behaviors are directed towards conformity. 

A body of literature that draws on sociocultural theories and centers around the 

concepts of equity and justice cautions against and avoids the use of the concept of 

the marginalized (Souto-Manning & Rabadi-Raol, 2018; Urban, 2015). These 

studies argue that people’s identities should not be constructed according to their 

deficits or differences and blame such practices as “failures by Eurocentric 

epistemological policies and practices pertaining to transitions” (Souto-Manning, 
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2018, p. 458). Some have used the concept of minority groups (Salazar & Abrams, 

2006) or minoritized groups (Souto-Manning & Rabadi-Raol, 2018) to expose the 

deficits in and inferior paradigms of oppressive social and cultural frameworks. 

This literature suggests that there are no marginalized people but rather social and 

cultural systems that marginalize people without adequately acknowledging or 

including the experiences, practices and identities of people from multiple 

minoritized backgrounds (Souto-Manning & Ramadi-Raol, 2018). Unlike the 

dominant stories, these approaches, which are based on notions of justice, shift the 

responsibility away from the person experiencing oppression towards the system 

that marginalizes certain individuals and communities. In this study, I use the 

concept of marginalized communities with reference to people who live on the 

margins of society, and this approach is widely used in the literature regardless of 

criticism against it. This study focuses on a marginalizing system rather than 

marginalization as the identity of an individual or a group. Next, I will discuss three 

concepts closely related to marginalization: educational marginalization, inclusion, 

and exclusion. 

The concept of educational marginalization is often used in discussions about 

widening gaps in the learning and well-being of the most advantaged and least 

advantaged children (Mfuh-Mensah, 2018; O’Connell, Fox, Hinz & Cole, 2016; 

UNESCO, 2010). Educational marginalization is understood as a phenomenon in 

social, cultural and historical frames that often manifests differently at different 

institutional levels and is embedded in the social, economic and political policies 

and processes of a country (Penn, 2014; UNESCO, 2014). The experience of an 

educationally marginalized child is often characterized by lower learning outcomes, 

fewer years of education, higher repetition and drop-out rates and higher 

absenteeism than children in mainstream society (O’Connell et al., 2016). It is also 

connected to the experiences of not feeling at home and not belonging (Yval-Davis, 

2006). Thus, educational marginalization is both a cause and consequence of the 

unequal and disadvantaged position that certain groups or individuals endure 

relative to those who represent the societal norm. 

Two concepts linked to educational marginalization are exclusion and 

inclusion. Traditionally, inclusion in education has been presented as a process of 

including and teaching a child with different or unique needs in a mainstream 

setting. This concept also emphasizes importance of children’s rights and access. 

Some have contested this view and argued that inclusion goes beyond access and 

participation in non-discriminative education (Nutbrown & Clough, 2009; Purdue, 

Gordon-Burns, Gunn, Madden & Surteens, 2009). Nutbrown and Clough (2009) 



19 

defined inclusive education as “ensuring that all children in a setting ‘belong’ and 

that every child has an opportunity to ‘speak and be heard’” (p. 196). Inclusive 

education resists supremacy and dominant stories, and it values diversity as a key 

element in quality education in which the stories of minoritized people are 

embraced, encouraged and seen as meaningful resources rather than deficiencies. 

Conversely, exclusion refers to barriers to full participation in education as well 

as acceptance, belonging and learning. Exclusion is a condition and a process in 

which individuals become detached from the communities of which society is 

composed (von Braun & Gatzweiler, 2014). Consequently, they do not have 

opportunities to belong to communities and be embedded within institutional 

environments that secure the rights—such as the right to education—necessary for 

avoiding marginality, improving function and achieving freedoms (von Braun & 

Gatzweiler, 2014). Sociocultural factors, such as the medium of instruction, or 

physical and economic factors, such as the cost of school uniforms, are examples 

of exclusion and discrimination in learning processes. Exclusion is also linked to 

belonging, a concept that associates humans with social location, identification, and 

emotional attachments (Yval-Davis, 2006). The extent to which we feel we belong 

to school influences educational outcomes, attendance, and grades, among other 

issues (Roffey, 2013). Therefore, social exclusion is both a cause and a 

consequence of marginalization. 

The socio-ecological approach to marginalization highlights the interplay of 

inclusion and exclusion, which constantly creates new inclusive and/or exclusive 

conditions. Purdue et al. (2009) suggested that attitudinal, theoretical, philosophical, 

and pedagogical issues need to be addressed to counteract exclusion, as do issues 

related to resources and changes to systems. Addressing marginality requires the 

enhancement of the resilience and adaptability of the whole socio-ecological 

system, not only some parts of it (Callo-Concha, Sommer, Kleemann, Gatzweiler 

& Denich, 2014). This means considering various interlinked components, such as 

food security, income generation and education. The focus of inclusive actions 

includes improving people’s abilities, opportunities, and their sense of worthiness 

to take part in society. Expanding the real freedoms that people enjoy and removing 

major sources of unfreedom, such as systematic social deprivations, are important 

tasks in the construction of democratic societies (Bronfenbrenner, McClelland, 

Wethington, Moen & Ceci, 1996; Sen, 1999). 

The Namibian communities in this study are subject to the many layers of 

marginalization presented above. Over half the world’s out-of-school population 

lives in sub-Saharan Africa (UNESCO, 2014). The fact that over 40% of young 
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people in the region are unable to read all or part of a sentence suggests that the 

learning crisis in basic education is severe (UNESCO, 2014). Another layer of 

marginalization can be found in the country’s demographics of disparity, which 

characterize rural, traditional, and Indigenous communities as marginalized. The 

Namibia’s Ministry of Education describe characteristics such as rurality 

livelihoods as marginalizing factors and acknowledges that Indigenous 

communities are educationally marginalized. In this study, I focus on rural 

communities that are highlighted in high dropout and low educational outcome 

statistics. 

Researchers have taken three approaches to exploring educational 

marginalization in the ECE context. The first one is a political and institutional 

approach, the second one is a community and beneficiary approach and the third 

one is a pedagogical and educational approach. I have focused on sociocultural 

studies because social justice is a key element of the theoretical framework. 

First, one body of literature considers educational marginalization as a political 

and institutional issue that can be explored and influenced through legal, financial, 

policy and administrative procedures and arrangements. Such studies took critical 

approaches to ECE reforms in various countries in the Global South, including 

Namibia, to enhance ECE for all (Hays, 2011; Penn, 2011). Researchers have 

pointed out that reforms in the Global South have largely failed to address the 

weaknesses in ECE provision due to the gap that exists between policy rhetoric and 

the realities of marginalized people (Hays, 2011; Sangeeth, 2016). For example, 

Hays (2011) noted that Namibia has been a highly regarded example of 

governmental efforts to provide mother-tongue and culturally appropriate 

education to minority groups. Yet, due to the government’s limited finances and 

capacity, the type of education described in the policies remains very limited for 

minority groups (Hays, 2011). Agreeing with this view, Mwetulundila (2019) 

identified economic inequality and material hardship as one of the key reasons why 

Namibian children are excluded from school, regardless of well-intentioned 

policies. 

In line with the sociocultural theories, researchers have suggested that policies 

are much more than mere expressions of political purpose (Olssen, Codd & O’Neill, 

2004). The local understanding of quality ECE and its structures plays a critical 

role in either supporting or weakening its implementation in communities (Penn, 

2011). The socioculturally familiar and relevant precepts underly any new model 

that policy actors introduce (Nsamenang, 2005). Hence, different levels of 

administration require well-targeted support to ensure that policies do not remain 
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on paper but are implemented through a participatory process (Jansen, 2002; 

Spillane, Reiser & Reimer, 2002). Quality education policies reflect social, cultural, 

and historical contexts, thereby enforcing relevant and effective implementation. 

Ensuring more equal and inclusive learning experiences requires the identification 

of connecting points between the sociocultural context and policy rhetoric (Buckler, 

2015). Without such efforts, governments can be seen as hiding behind a rights-

based discourse that uses all the global terminology while failing to provide 

appropriate education to the final beneficiary: the child (Hays, 2011). 

Second, qualitative researchers, ethnographers and anthropologists have been 

interested in exploring the perceptions and practices of various minority and 

marginalized communities with the aim of designing education models for 

socioculturally diverse African contexts (Hays, 2011; Nsamenang, 2010; Rios-

Aquilar, Kiyama, Gravitt & Moll, 2011). These studies’ broader position is that 

education has become disconnected from and irrelevant to the realities of context 

instead of connecting with the lives and histories of marginalized families (Balto 

& Ostmo, 2012; Gatimu, 2014; Smrekar & Cohen-Vogel, 2001). In order to make 

education more culturally relevant, some scholars have suggested that pedagogical 

practices and teaching and learning materials can be sourced from the local 

community (Kral & Heath, 2013). However, studies differ in terms of the extent to 

which education models should originate in totality from minority contexts (Hays, 

2011) rather than integrate some elements of minority culture into mainstream 

public education (Bolaane & Saugestad, 2011; Hayward et al., 2013). Not enough 

is known about how the models of ECE are negotiated in order to find what is the 

best and most feasible option. Some have argued that the whole process of listening 

to the voices of minority and marginalized families is important and that more 

emphasis should be placed on making it a process that empowers families and gives 

them a sense of inclusion and justice (Jerrand, 2016). 

A third body of literature informing the discourse on ECE and educational 

marginalization has focused on pedagogical approaches and practices. Scholars 

have questioned the assumption that certain pedagogical approaches are universally 

superior (Nsamenang, 2010) and have called attention to the contextual beliefs and 

practices of teaching and learning as a foundation for culturally relevant pedagogy 

(Buckler, 2015; Daiute, Ataman & Kovács-Cerović, 2015). Rooted in notions of 

social justice, these studies view schools as institutions that have the potential to 

uphold and build the sense of national identity and social justice utilizing the 

diversity of societies (Howarth & Andreouli, 2015). Studies have noted that 

teachers lack cultural competence to work effectively in multicultural settings 
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(Green & Reid, 2004) and that teachers require cultural competences because they 

have a critical role to play as a cultural mediators, finding points of congruence and 

facilitate a smooth transition between home and school contexts (Ashton & Pence, 

2016). Some have argued that teachers should not be prepared with policies and 

curricula but rather according to the realities of where the teaching occurs, 

including social, cultural and linguistic diversity and the tensions that often arise 

between teachers and children (Engelbrecht et al., 2017; Green & Reid, 2004). 

Many sociocultural studies have focused on educational marginalization in the 

context of ECE and are aligned with one of the bodies of literature presented above. 

However, few of them have considered all three bodies connected to teaching and 

learning. This is a systemic approach, which, according to Hardman, Ackers, 

Abrishamian and O’Sullivan (2011), called attention to the linkages and alignment 

between policies and practices, the capacity of the entire systems and the political 

economies of countries. The existing research also lacks rich qualitative research 

on specific countries and contexts—especially from the most affected areas, such 

as Namibia—that would allow one to see behind the statistics to the everyday 

human experience of providing pre-primary education in marginalized contexts. 

1.3 Namibian pre-primary education: Research context 

Namibia is an upper middle-income country in Southeast Africa with a small but 

socially, culturally, and linguistically diverse population of two million mostly 

living in a sparsely occupied arid landscape with the exception of a few densely 

populated towns. Prior to Namibia’s independence in 1990, it went through a 

colonial and apartheid era that lasted 106 years. Access to formal pre-primary 

education was split along racial and ethnic lines. Many public schools offered pre-

primary classes, but their accessibility was based on the regulations of the apartheid 

government, which excluded large segments of society. While white citizens were 

privileged, the rest were taught skills, knowledge, and cultural heritage by means 

of informal and traditional education (Haihambo, Hengari & Mushaandja, 2005). 

Despite the absence of formal ECE in pre-independence era, informal and 

traditional education played an important role in Namibian communities 

(Haihambo et al., 2005). Informal education equipped children with the skills, 

knowledge and cultural heritage needed to sustain individual and community life 

as well as the local economy. Traditional education was contextually relevant and 

rooted in the cultural norms, values and practices that were considered valuable and 

important. However, traditional education alone was not able to provide children 
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with the kinds of skills that would have laid a strong foundation for further learning 

in primary school. The inequalities of the education system, which led to 

educational marginalization, prevented people from gaining the kinds of 

competences appropriate to modern society and its labor market (Haihambo et al., 

2005; Ministry of Education, 2002). The increasing divide between the formal and 

informal education systems, which stretched over the apartheid era, influenced the 

way in which people belonged to and accessed traditional and formal economies as 

well as society at large. 

After independence, ECE programmes were developed by the ministry 

responsible for community development, which was then called the Ministry of 

Regional and Local Government and Housing. In early 2000, the Directorate of 

Community Development was moved to the Ministry of Women Affairs and Child 

Welfare, which the president created to spearhead gender equality and development. 

The administrative location again shifted in early 2000 when the ECE was assigned 

to the Ministry of Gender Equality and Child Welfare, while the Ministry of 

Education was assigned the administration of primary education (Namibia 

Resource Consultants, 2001). 

Consequently, primary schools did not provide pre-primary education for 

nearly 16 years. During this period, both national and international stakeholders 

noted the poor school readiness of Namibian children and the lack of quality and 

capacity in pre-primary education. Research found high dropout rates in lower 

primary education and poor school readiness and poor performance during later 

years of schooling (Haihambo et al., 2005; Ministry of Education, 2002). At the 

same time, the presence and relevance of traditional informal education was 

disappearing as a result of urbanization, the influence of HIV and other socio-

economic challenges that families and communities were facing. In 2006, to 

address the above concerns, the government decided to transfer the administration 

of pre-primary education back to the Ministry of Education and make pre-primary 

education part of the formal education system again. This was a vital decision, and 

over the next decade, it led to various reforms to budgeting, material development, 

pre-service teacher education, in-service teacher training and multi-ministerial 

cooperation, among other things. 

In 2006, public primary schools started offering pre-primary education on a 

pro-poor basis; the schools in the most vulnerable communities were prioritized in 

the process (Ministry of Education, 2013). So far, slightly more than half of public 

schools offer pre-primary education, and by the age of six, 49% of children have 

benefited from pre-primary education, though there are significant differences 
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between regions (Ministry of Education, Arts and Culture, 2017; UNICEF, 2017). 

The development of public pre-primary education in Namibia has been 

internationally regarded as a sustainable step towards education for all compared 

to past initiatives that were mainly led by international non-governmental 

organizations and criticized for their “here today, gone tomorrow” (Penn 2011, p. 

103) nature. Yet, recent statistics concerning pre-primary and first grade learners 

raise the question of why school outcomes have not improved more since the 

establishment of pre-primary education in the most marginalized contexts. One of 

the main concerns is the nearly 20% repetition rate for first grade. The question that 

demands further research is what can be done so that the government’s critical 

investments begin to make meaningful differences in the learning and well-being 

of the country’s most vulnerable children. 

Namibian policy documents feature the learning crisis as an issue of 

accessibility and associate its experience with the remote and poverty-strained 

communities of San, Ovahimba and other children who share similar conditions. 

These communities lack access to quality education because of the many forms of 

socio-economic, political, and cultural deprivation (UNICEF, 2017, p. 1). 

Consequently, children living in remote and rural circumstances who do not attend 

school or drop out early do not reach their full potential and are ultimately unable 

to positively contribute to the economy or society, leading to cycles of 

intergenerational poverty in these communities (UNICEF, 2017, p. 1). 

Mwetulundila (2019) argued that the Namibian government’s efforts to 

increase access to pre-primary education have been foundational but that they are 

insufficient in addressing the broad needs of children who live in communities 

characterized by generational poverty and oppression. The lack of resources for 

constructing pre-primary classrooms and employing enough qualified teachers to 

cater to all children are just some of the many social, cultural and educational 

challenges experienced by children, families and even teachers, and they have led 

to the learning crisis, discrimination and marginalization. Some have questioned to 

what extent formal ECE models are based on the informal models that have existed 

in communities for a long time and are relevant to the socio-economic realities of 

African countries (Nsamenang, 2010). Others have called attention to the pedagogy 

promoted in the dominant ECE discourse and questioned its cultural relevance in 

African societies (Motha, 2018). These issues need more research in order to 

deepen the understanding of what kind of pre-primary education would be 

meaningful for marginalized communities. 
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The above positions the cycle of educational marginalization as the result of a 

failed education system that has isolated certain communities from the world 

around them, and researchers have insufficiently exposed and investigated this, 

thereby failing to propose solutions. Although claims of a direct causal relationship 

between the model of pre-primary education and educational marginalization might 

be difficult to successfully defend, the ongoing learning crisis in remote and 

socioculturally diverse Namibia does seem to be connected to the established 

model of pre-primary education, and formal pre-primary education’s success in 

providing a more equal start to children living under the most difficult socio-

economic circumstances can be questioned. 

Studies have shown that educational marginalization is a particular concern to 

societies that are culturally diverse and have faced long histories of various socio-

economic challenges, such as those in sub-Saharan Africa (UNESCO, 2010, 2014). 

Globally, and particularly in sub-Saharan Africa, international agencies have 

advocated and promoted quality and equitable pre-primary education as means of 

overcoming the past inequalities and ensuring that children from marginalized 

backgrounds have the skills and competences needed for first grade (UNICEF, 

2019). Pre-primary education is the point of entry to the formal education system 

and therefore presents a critical opportunity to ensure that a strong foundation for 

learning and smoothly transitioning to higher grades are established. The efforts to 

reform pre-primary education policies and guarantee universal access to pre-

primary education have been implemented with the financial and technical support 

of Western governments and international agencies in many countries in sub-

Saharan Africa, of which Namibia is an example. These achievements have been 

important in ensuring a normative framework and operational structure within 

which the provision of formal pre-primary education is possible. However, efforts 

to equalize access and increase participation have been insufficient in addressing 

educational needs in marginalized contexts (Lynch, 2005). To achieve more just 

education, reforms must consider the broader, deeper, and complex characteristics 

of societies, such as sociocultural and language diversity (Penn, 2011). 

A wide body of sociocultural literature argues that educational marginalization 

is a consequence of the acultural teaching promoted by dominant pedagogies (Arnt, 

2018; Urban, 2019). Souto-Manning and Ramadi-Raol (2018) suggested that there 

is a need to develop more culturally relevant and sustaining pedagogies in order to 

bring justice back to ECE. Two key concepts emerge: cultural competence and 

critical awareness, which include an understanding of oppressive systems and 

practices. It also includes a contextual consciousness of how the view of children 
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and adults as well as context are integrated (Hujala, 2002). This approach calls for 

a shift in the global majority view of children as having vulnerable and risky futures 

to seeing them as having bright and powerful futures. These opposing pedagogies 

suggest that children must become culturally competent in their own culture and at 

least one other culture, and this includes all children, not only those considered 

deprivileged. Souto-Manning and Ramadi-Raol (2018) argued that children should 

be developed into “active civic participants who critically read the injustices that 

characterize their lives and worlds, and actively work to problematize, challenge, 

and change them” (p. 214). Their approach proposed that linguistic and cultural 

diversity become a central design feature of quality teaching and learning. 

1.4 The researcher’s position and study arrangements 

My interest in educational marginalization developed over a period of 10 years 

while I was managing various projects focused on orphans and vulnerable children 

in marginalized communities in Namibia. I had studied teaching, graduated with a 

master’s degree in education and was qualified to teach primary school learners. 

When I learned about the poor education outcomes of Namibian children, I tried to 

make sense of what the problem was and what should be done to improve their 

learning. I used my Finnish experience and education as my reference point in 

searching for answers, but I struggled to find solutions that would be relevant to 

the realities of the Namibian teachers, policy actors and children. 

Namibian policies outlined what should and could be done to provide quality 

pre-primary education. However, the needs, resources and practices I observed in 

classrooms and communities had little to do with the strategies outlined in the 

policies. In terms of physiological needs (Maslow & Frager, 1987), children in the 

most vulnerable communities struggled to concentrate due to empty stomachs and 

poor health; they also had few resources, such as stationery and clothes, and 

received little assistance in not repeating classes. The lack of academic support 

added to an already educationally marginalized start. I observed many children 

absent from school and/or ultimately dropping out, regardless of well-intentioned 

and internationally recognized policies put in place to prevent such challenges. At 

the same time, children in urban, well-resourced, and often private ECE centers 

received ECE that provided fun and educational activities in safe environments, 

equipping them with important skills, attitudes, and competences for starting school. 

These kinds of experiences of inequality motivated me to continue searching for 

answers through research. I wanted to understand how public ECE could enhance 
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participation and inclusion in sociocultural settings prone to marginalization from 

the start of formal education. 

Instead of looking at the challenge of educational marginalization from the 

outside, I wanted to approach it from within and through the eyes of those who 

represented or worked with marginalized communities while also reading about 

justice in education, educational marginalization and culturally relevant education. 

I took a sociocultural perspective to understanding the world, people and human 

behavior as connected to human histories and social and cultural factors. I 

acknowledged views were socially and culturally constructed and opposed the 

acultural and colonialist normative aims of best practices that can be harmful, 

especially to children in marginalized communities. 

Utilizing a sociocultural lenses to explore this topic led me to Bronfenbrenner’s 

(1979, 1981a, b; Bronfenbrenner & Crouter, 1983) ecological systems theory. One 

of the aspects that he emphasized, which will be discussed in more detail later, is 

ecological validity, which he defined as “the extent to which the environment 

experienced by the subjects in a scientific investigation has the properties it is 

supposed or assumed to have by the investigator” (1979, p. 29). The question under 

investigation must be the most decisive in assessing validity of any kind. As a 

researcher, I therefore had to ensure that there was no discrepancy between my 

study participants’ perception of the research situation and the environmental 

conditions intended or assumed by me as a researcher. In practice, this required me 

to inquire of participants how they perceived and interpreted the research situation. 

While Bronfenbrenner recognized this as a huge challenge for researchers, he also 

suggested that one way to address ecological validity is for the researcher to 

participate “in the given setting in roles similar to those taken by the participants 

and is a member of, or has had extensive experience in the subculture in which the 

setting occurs and from which the actors come” (1979, p. 31). Ecological validity 

may be difficult to achieve, but as Bronfenbrenner stated, its careful application 

makes clearer the scientific understanding of the complex interplay between a 

developing human organism and the functionally relevant aspects of its physical 

and social environments. 

1.5 Summary of the literature 

The literature that informs this study illustrates that educational marginalization is 

a complex and multilayered phenomenon rooted in political, economic, 

sociocultural, and historical realities. In Namibia, educational marginalization is 
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mainly recognized in policy as an issue related to accessibility and a lack of 

participation, even though scholars have argued that access alone cannot solve the 

complex phenomenon of educational marginalization. 

The reviewed literature suggests that to tackle marginalization by means of 

inclusion is possible but will require time, effort and a commitment to democratic 

practices, active citizenship, and the value of diversity. Education experts and 

scholars have recognized educational marginalization as a notable constraint in the 

provision of well-being and quality learning for every child. In an increasingly 

diverse and multicultural world, countries are challenged to ensure the right to 

education for every citizen and to remain hopeful in providing quality ECE. 

Understanding and including the realities and views of rural families is not only a 

key aspect of rights-based education but also critical to constructing a more just 

education system in post-apartheid contexts. The socio-ecological approach to 

marginalization highlights the interplay of inclusion and exclusion, which 

constantly creates new inclusive and/or exclusive conditions.  
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2 Theoretical framework 

Working in various capacities and communities in Namibia convinced me that there 

were many layers to and perspectives on socially and culturally rooted phenomena, 

particularly educational marginalization. The perspectives differed depending on 

whose voice I heard. In order to understand this multilayered and complex 

phenomenon, different perspectives were of importance, as was the whole process 

through which people encountered and dialogued with each other. The challenge I 

had as a researcher was finding a theoretical framework that underpinned the 

essence of the phenomenon I was exploring. On one hand, this process included 

thorough reflection on this study’s research problem, purpose, significance, and 

research question. On the other, it also included careful consideration of the 

principles, constructs, concepts, and tenets of the relevant theories (Adom, Hussein 

& Agyem, 2018). 

This chapter explains the process of finding the theoretical framework that 

informed my research inquiry (Conkbayir & Pascal, 2018), and it describes the set 

of ideas within which the study belongs (Adom et al., 2018). The framework guided 

me in making philosophical and methodological choices, and it also provided me 

with a means of ensuring the theoretical robustness of conceptual categories as well 

as a method for reflexivity. 

2.1 The sociocultural environment and developing individual 

This study’s purpose of contributing to just pre-primary education required me to 

find a theoretical framework and theorists whose assertions promulgated ideas of 

justice and equality (Adom et al., 2018). I identified educational marginalization, 

educational justice, culture, context, and interaction as key themes in my research. 

As I kept reading the literature on ECE, I agreed the most with the studies 

employing sociocultural theories, which were premised on the notion that learning, 

thinking and knowing are constructed among people who interact with the broader 

socially and culturally constructed world (Lave & Wenger, 1991). This world is 

inclusive of political and economic realities and histories, something which is 

seldom sufficiently emphasized (Mwetulundila, 2019). I selected Bronfenbrenner’s 

ecological systems theory to assist me in explaining, predicting and understanding 

my questions as well as to challenge and extend my then current knowledge about 

the topic, offering new and fresh tools that guided my thinking and provided a 

framework for my research (Conkbayir & Pascal, 2018). 
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Sociocultural theories stem from Vygostky (1978), according to whom human 

development cannot be separated from the context in which it occurs. Vygotsky’s 

work offered a solid foundation for Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1986a, 2005; 

Bronfenbrenner & Crouter, 1983), who in turn informed the conceptualizations of 

Dervin (1989, 1992, 1998), Bruner (1996) and Sen (1985, 2000). Below, following 

a brief outline of Vygotsky’s key ideas, each of these theorists will be discussed 

because of their direct contributions to the conceptual framework of this research. 

Children’s development is influenced by social contexts, cultural tools that 

inform the content of their education and the ways in which the educational process 

is organized (Veraksa & Sheridan, 2018). Hence, I had to expand my focus beyond 

individual children to social and cultural factors (Bruner, 1996; Vygotsky, 1978), 

including specific contexts and the interactions that take place in them (Conkbayir 

& Pascal, 2018; Roth & Jornet, 2017). Vygotsky (as cited in Roth & Jornet, 2017) 

emphasized that all functions are characteristics of social relations before they 

become part of a person’s personality. Based on this premise, I identified three 

study foci: the sociocultural context, the significant people in a child’s life and their 

interconnectivity. 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1986a, b, 2005; Bronfenbrenner & Crouter, 1983) 

ecological systems theory is the foundation of many theories that acknowledge the 

dynamic relationships involved in the integrated and multilevel ecology of human 

development (Conkbayir & Pascal, 2018). Utilizing it, researchers have been able 

to explain how the inherent qualities of children and environments interact to 

influence how children grow and develop (Swick & Williams, 2006) and suggest 

how policies and programmes could be designed to promote healthy human 

development (Leonard, 2011). 

Bronfenbrenner expanded the Vygotskyan view of human development as the 

result of interactions between individuals and environmental factors by identifying 

the different systems in the environment of a human being. Bronfenbrenner (1979, 

2005) believed that the environmental forces could create, contribute to and address 

problems in human development. He identified five ecological systems as nests that 

surround individuals and are interconnected such that a change in one influences 

the nature and existence of the others. Bronfenbrenner labelled these nests 

“microsystem,” “mesosystem,” “exosystem,” “macrosystem,” and “chronosystem” 

(1979, 1981a, b, 1986a, b, 2005; Bronfenbrenner & Crouter, 1983). Below, Figure 

1 illustrates the concept (1979, 2005). 
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Fig. 1.  Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 2005) ecological systems theory. 

The three innermost nests—the microsystem, the mesosystem and the exosystem—

are strongly embedded in the specific social and cultural contexts in which a human 

quality “finds both its meaning and fullest expression” (Bronfenbrenner, 2005, p. 

146) and therefore, differ significantly among nations and societies. The 

microsystem is the most familiar setting to the child and can be the home, which is 

where nature of care practices are established, providing space for family and 

community members to interact socially, physically, emotionally and spiritually, 

and it cultivates contextually and culturally relevant skills, knowledge and attitudes 

(Mfuh-Mensah, 2018). Bronfenbrenner (1979, 1986a) emphasized that 

development at the microsystem level is consensual, and a child’s development 

informs the development of the other individuals as well. For example, an African 

child who demonstrates responsibility by doing household chores receives 
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acceptance from his caregivers or parents, who value and want to further develop 

this quality (Mfum-Mensah, 2018). Studies show that children who have had 

positive microsystem relationships have more prospective opportunities for 

development than those who have been alone or in dysfunctional relationships 

(Paat, 2013). Microsystem experiences have profound impacts on the formation of 

and development of identity and on social relationships that establish a sense of 

belonging. 

Interactions in a child’s immediate microsystems are captured in the second 

nest, the mesosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1981a, 1986a). The mesosystem is a 

system of microsystems in which individuals or exercises from individual 

microsystems cooperate and interact to create experiences that impact the child’s 

development (Bronfenbrenner, 2001, 2005). It does not matter if the actions are 

regular or singular; what matters from a developmental perspective is the existence 

and the nature of actions and the experience of the child. When different 

microsystems interact, minimizing cultural misunderstandings, language barriers 

and negative or one-sided communication between families and schools is 

important to ecological transitions, which Bronfenbrenner (2005) explained as a 

“move by the developing person into a new and different ecological context” (p. 

46), one that should be as smooth as possible. The developmental consequences of 

ecological transitions are related to the shifts in roles and responsibilities that are 

expected by the social structure. If the ecological transitions between home and 

school are characterized by misunderstandings and differences, the child is likely 

to experience conflicting emotions, which may negatively affect learning and 

school prospects (Mfum-Mensah, 2018; Paat, 2013). 

Bronfenbrenner’s theory has drawn researchers’ attention to the capacity of a 

specific environment to provide productive conditions for positive interaction, 

participation, and communication (Leonard, 2011). Research on multi-ethnic and 

multicultural immigrant families has found that if a child experiences a home-

school relationship characterized by positive interactions and a harmony of values, 

practices and beliefs, the parents are more likely to ensure that the child participates 

in school (Paat, 2013; UNESCO, 2010). According to Leonard (2011), this 

relationship cannot be a simple transfer of goods or knowledge but one defined by 

growth on both ends; the strength of a well-functioning mesosystem lies in the 

relationships, not participants themselves. The mesosystem has posed practical 

questions to educators, such as how families are informed about school practices 

prior to their child’s entry to primary school and what happens in a setting, such as 

the classroom, when the child is learning to read. According to Bronfenbrenner 
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(2005), mesolevel interactions, even when they do not directly involve the child, 

can have significant impact on the child’s experiences which underscores the 

importance of developing positive and smooth home-school relationships. 

Bronfenbrenner (2005) defined the third nest—the exosystem—as “a setting 

that does not itself contain a developing person but in which events occur that affect 

the setting containing the person” (p. 46). This nest determines the characteristics 

of quotidian experience and the conditions in which the child grows up, such as the 

accessibility of social grants and the availability of employment and free education. 

For example, a mother who is financially strained may struggle to provide the kind 

of care she desires for her child. Depending on the availability of grants and social 

support and her eligibility for support, she may have very limited options to ensure 

basic care and education for her child. Governments have the power to affect the 

well-being and development of human beings by determining the conditions of 

their lives at the exosystem level (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). 

The two outer nests in ecological systems theory have prompted researchers to 

think more broadly and deeply about the impacts of time, values, and ideologies on 

human development. Bronfenbrenner (1979, 2005) identified the macrosystem as 

the societal blueprint for a culture or social context that constitutes overarching 

macro cultures that influence patterns of belief and behavior. These cultures have 

been passed on from one generation to the next through processes of socialization 

promoted by social institutions. Bronfenbrenner (2005) underscored the 

importance of investigating evidence of the existence of a macrosystem and the 

ideological preferences of policymakers (Fitzgerald & Maconochie, 2018). By 

making changes to the structure of societal settings, corresponding changes in 

behavior and development are possible. For example, in Namibia mother-tongue 

education has been acknowledged as important to child development, and various 

policy initiatives to support language development have been put in place (Ministry 

of Education, 2002). However, in terms perspectives on and experiences of mother-

tongue education and its impact on the development of individuals seem to matter 

more than facts about its importance to development (Mostert et al., 2012). 

According to Bronfenbrenner, policy actors and educators should pay close 

attention to consistencies in the form and content of lower-order systems, especially 

in terms of beliefs and values, if they want to make impact. In this research, interest 

is focused on consistencies in values and beliefs between the inner and outer nests 

of the ecological system from the perspectives of minority groups. 

Bronfenbrenner added the dimension of time—the chronosystem—to his 

ecological systems theory at a later stage (2005). The chronosystem consists of 
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environmental changes either in the society, such as severe drought or political 

unrest, or in one’s personal life that influence human development, such as the 

separation of parents or adoption. The nature and consistency of change is what 

determines the chronosystem’s influence on human development (Bronfenbrenner, 

2005). 

Bronfenbrenner (1979, 1986a, b, 2001, 2005) made amendments to his theory 

several times, which critics have acknowledged. Burns, Warmbold-Brann and 

Zaflofsky (2015) noted that many researchers have not fully understood 

Bronfenbrenner’s theory and have misinterpreted it, while others argued that many 

researchers have ignored the changes (Härkönen, 2006; Tudge, Mokrova, Hatfield 

& Karnik, 2009; Tudge et al., 2016). Accordingly, researchers should make explicit 

the version of the theory they are using. In this study, I have relied mainly on 

Bronfenbrenner’s earlier work, even though I included the chronosystem from this 

later work (2005). Bronfenbrenner’s earlier work emphasized context and 

interaction rather than the roles of nature and nurture in child development, which 

was a feature of his later work (Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Bronfenbrenner & Evans, 

2000; Conkbayir & Pascal, 2018). 

Bronfenbrenner’s work has influenced the discourse on child development by 

providing researchers with a theoretical and research framework in which the 

influence of the environment is a factor in human development (Langer & Lietz, 

2015). Unlike other theories, ecological systems theory draws attention to the wider 

environment and the relations within it that influence human development (Burns 

& Warmbold-Brann, 2015; Conkbayir & Pascal, 2018; Langer & Lietz, 2015; 

Leonard, 2011). It connects the experiences of individuals to institutional policies 

and practices in education in a way that other theories have not succeeded in doing 

(Dyce & Owusuh-Ansah, 2016). Some scholars have criticized it for being difficult 

to apply in practice because it does not provide detailed mechanisms for 

development, such as which environmental factors should be accounted for (Langer 

& Lietz, 2015), and it does not offer concrete tools for a comprehensive description 

of care, education and teaching (Härkönen, 2006). However, alongside other 

theories, ecological systems theory has been used as a complementary level of 

explanation to supplement and support more individualistic accounts of child 

development. 

Holistic views of children, which offer a full consideration of how people, 

places, policies and the physical environment can affect a child’s development, are 

aligned with the purpose of my study and solidified ecological systems theory as 

my theoretical framework. Educationally marginalized children have been the 



35 

targets of various developmental initiatives. Langer and Lietz (2015) pointed out 

that any desire to change an individual’s behavior or the rules, boundaries and 

relationships of the environment have to be considered because “one component of 

the system affects not only the other components of the system but the system as a 

whole” (p. 29). The interwoven belief is that explanations of what we do are found 

in interactions between people’s characteristics and their environments, past and 

present. According to Bronfenbrenner (1979), understanding human development 

requires the examination of multi-person systems of interaction that are not limited 

to a single setting (p. 21). It is important that researchers consider aspects of the 

environment beyond the immediate situation of the child. Without such 

considerations, research “can be characterized as the study of development out-of-

context” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 21). 

Adom et al. (2018) distinguished between theoretical and conceptual 

frameworks. While theoretical frameworks are based on a theory in the literature 

that has been validated by other scholars, conceptual frameworks refer to the 

narrower ideas a researcher has justifiably chosen to use in their study. In this study, 

I employed other theoretical concepts to give direction to in-context events and 

interactions. Using multiple conceptual frames ensures “many ways of thinking 

about children, learning and development, and consideration of what diversity 

actually means” (Nuttall & Edwards, 2013, p. 213). Theoretical concepts have 

assisted me in becoming aware of people’s circumstances and how their behavior 

is affected by social and cultural factors in their surroundings. I have used theories 

to bring a different focus to the understanding of educational marginalization in 

various nests of children’s ecological environments. They provided a framework 

for reflection, dialogue, and analysis without advocating or adhering to a specific 

theory (Nuttall & Edwards, 2013). 

I have focused on events and interactions in different levels of the ecological 

system through the eyes of other theorists who have been influenced by 

Bronfenbrenner’s theory, such as Dervin (1989, 1992). In Dervin’s sense-making 

theory, which I used to narrow my focus on the exosystem, I explored the gap 

between how policy actors describe educational marginalization and the reality of 

it in communities. Dervin’s work was elaborated on in Article I (Matengu, 

Korkeamäki & Cleghorn, 2018). At the mesosystems level, I turned to Bruner’s 

(1996) concept of folk pedagogies to illuminate the meaning of classroom practices 

and the views of teachers in educationally marginalized contexts, noting that 

Bruner relied heavily on Vygotsky’s (1978) view of the importance of past 

experiences and existing constructs of understanding. Bruner’s contribution to my 
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research was detailed in Article II (Matengu, 2018). Finally, Article III (Matengu 

& Korkeamäki, 2019) detailed Sen’s (1999, 1993) capability approach because it 

guided the analysis and interpretation of my work at both the mesosystem and 

microsystem levels (i.e., a child’s immediate environment). 

2.2 The exosystem and Dervin’s sense-making approach 

Families’ daily living conditions are determined and managed through policies and 

administrative procedures at the exosystem level. Ecological systems theory has 

encouraged a better design of social interventions on the part of Governments. 

Bronfenbrenner (1979, 2001, 2005) argued that political and economic policies 

should reduce conflicts and instability in the lower-level systems so that parents 

can best carry out their role as primary caregivers. Policy implementation, however, 

rarely transpires without instability. The sociocultural view holds that policies are 

dynamic and socially oriented processes that emerge from the essence and features 

of the lower ecological systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1981a, b). Inherent to 

successful policy implementation is good communication and interaction through 

which policy goals can be achieved (Dervin, 1989, 1998). Understanding the design 

of social interventions and their links to educational marginalization requires 

deeper knowledge of policymakers’ ideological preferences in order to discover, 

prompt and encourage coherence and stability within and between ecological 

environments (Fitzgerald & Maconochie, 2018). 

Dervin (1989, 1998) developed her sense-making methodology to study and 

understand users and design systems that better serve the needs of the users. 

Underpinned by the sociocultural approach, the methodology has recognized the 

active nature of knowledge creation and the influence of prior knowledge, 

interrelationships, process, diversity, complexity, and context (Dervin, 1998; 

Savolainen, 2006). The methodology has provided researchers in various fields 

with a set of philosophical assumptions, substantive propositions, methodological 

framings, and methods (Savolainen, 2006). Dervin’s (1989, 1992, 1998) work on 

knowledge management provided a conceptual framework that assisted my 

exploration of policymakers’ ideological preferences when faced with difficult 

questions, such as how to improve learning in contexts of educational 

marginalization. 

The sense-making methodology uses the metaphor of gap bridging, which is 

appropriate to the previously described gap between policy and practice in African 

ECE (Penn, 2011; Serpell & Nsamenang, 2013). The metaphor provided me with 
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methodological guidance on how policymakers interpret information (Savolainen, 

2006). In my research, this information was understood as policies, dialogues with 

stakeholders and other forms of communication related to educationally 

marginalized children. It helped me formulate questions focused on the ways in 

which cognitive, affective, and other elements necessary to sense-making processes 

are constructed to bridge the gap (Savolainen, 2006). Figure 2 illustrates the process 

of sense-making when faced with gaps based and is based on Dervin’s (1992, 1989, 

1998) methodology. 

 

Fig. 2. Sense-making (Dervin, 1992, 1989, 1998). 

As illustrated in Figure 2, sense-making is a journey in which the individual takes 

one step at a time. When faced with a gap, the individual finds their journey 

interrupted, and they face a triangle of situation, gap, and help. According to 

Dervin’s theory, the situation is the context in which the individual needs to make 

sense of something (the gap), which, in turn, drives them to seek help. Once they 

receive the help (bridge), a new situation occurs. Dervin framed this process as 

bridge-building; in it, the individual must rely on the availability of resources to 

construct a bridge (i.e., a solution) so that their journey can continue. How well the 

individual constructs the bridge depends on various factors, such as past experience 

and available support structures. The process of understanding the gap is not clear 

cut but messy, and the individual is required to get their hands dirty to find in-

context solutions. Successfully crossing the bridge requires sense-making that 

allows the individual to continue the journey more equipped to face future 

challenges. 
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Dervin’s model has been criticized as underdeveloped (Kari, 1998). Yet, the 

theory has been used across disciplines because of its multidisciplinary nature. As 

Kari (1998) pointed out, the theory can be almost universally applied, as it holds 

elements of communication studies, cognitive science, sociology, and other 

disciplines. 

Dervin’s model provided a conceptualization that was useful in my research in 

many ways. It provided a suitable framework for understanding educational 

marginalization in Southern Africa. The lack of coherence between the policy 

environment and context has been noted as an ECE concern largely developed in 

the West (Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 2013) and transferred to other contexts via 

publication and research (Penn, 2011). The concepts embedded in the global 

understanding of appropriate ECE practice have largely developed as a result of 

increased research and publication, particularly that from Canada, the United States 

and Europe (Cleghorn & Prochner, 2010; Dahlberg et al., 2013), which has 

promoted the notions that the world is knowable and that science makes the pursuit 

of knowledge possible. This has encouraged the search for techniques and models 

that can provide answers to questions about the most cost-effective programmes 

and how to measure their quality (Penn, 2011). Dervin (1998), however, argued 

that while knowledge was once valued for providing answers, people now need to 

think about empowering and releasing creativity and diversity. According to Dervin, 

this is not possible without looking at the gaps in the situations individuals face. 

The actions of making and unmaking sense in communicating, creating, creating, 

seeking, and rejecting information are what create both coherence and instability 

(Dervin, 1989, 1998). 

Penn (2011) used the concept of knowledge transfers to refer to the adoption 

of policies and programmes in Africa. She argued that the policies speak the 

Western language of early childhood, emphasizing early education as an investment 

in a stronger society and economy instead of a means of enhancing contextual 

equity and quality in education. The misapplication of Western ideas has 

contributed to the poor quality and unsustainability of the current models of early 

education (Penn, 2011, p. 107). It appears that the development of ECE in Africa 

has utilized minority-world ideologies and connected them with the socially and 

culturally embedded nests of majority-world contexts, a merger that Penn (2011) 

deemed likely to fail. Using the visualization of sense-making methodology, this 

situation looks like a sense-making journey in which several gaps appear, and the 

available help and resources are insufficient. This has led to instability and 
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resistance within and between ecological environments, which has been a harmful 

to African children (Serpell & Nsamenang, 2014).  

’s model provides a perspective through which it is possible to investigate why 

such imbalances have been acceptable to users which in this study are the actors in 

the environment surrounding children in marginalized contexts. 

The quality of educational policies gets tested in practice in terms of how well 

they are rooted in local meanings and debates on key educational concepts and their 

implementation (Serpell & Nsamenang, 2014). Therefore, local definitions and 

practices should be known to policymakers formulating adequate responses and 

adapting or planning interventions. The sense-making methodology mandates 

attention not only to the gap between policy and practice but, as Dervin (1998) put 

it, to the holistic human experience of sense-making when gaps are experienced. 

2.3 The mesosystem and Bruner’s folk pedagogy 

At the mesosystem level, my inquiry is based on Bruner’s (1990, 1996) ideas about 

folk pedagogy. Initially from 1960s onwards, Bruner was focused on the individual 

child and internal factors that influence development towards the external, social, 

cultural and historical factors, which aligned with Vygotsky’s theory (Conkbayir & 

Pascal, 2018). Bruner’s (1996) later work emphasized the role of teachers in 

creating equal opportunities for learners by embracing positive attitudes towards 

differences so that a climate of trust and respect can be created (Conkbayir & Pascal, 

2018). Bruner’s folk pedagogy has inspired scholars to explore the direction of 

future education (Ankvab, 2015; Kang & Lee, 2017) and improvement of teacher 

education (Ilić & Bojović, 2016; Lee & Walsh, 2004), especially in culturally 

diverse settings (Chen & Walsh, 2008; Lee & Walsh, 2004). 

Prior to discussing Bruner’s folk pedagogy in detail, illustrating his 

mesosystem connection to Bronfenbrenner (1979, 1986a, 2005) is important. As 

did Dervin’s work, Bruner’s folk pedagogy has direct links to Bronfenbrenner’s 

concept of the mesosystem. Most children who grow up in rural Namibia do not 

participate in the formal education system until they are eligible to start junior 

primary school (UNICEF, 2017). Instead, they receive informal education mostly 

from their grandparents and extended family members, and they learn about their 

traditional values and practices. When they eventually enter formal pre-primary 

and primary education, the education they received at home is seldom integrated or 

acknowledged. If their school has resources for establishing sufficient pre-primary 

classes, they will enter pre-primary education at the age of five; if not, they will 
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qualify to start first grade a year later. This is very likely to be the first time that 

their parents will interact with teachers, resulting in various relations and conflicts 

that both characterize and develop the home-school relationship. In ecological 

systems theory, these encounters belong to the mesosystem, the environment 

between two or more of the characteristics of the important microsystems in the 

life of the child. This is the level at which the home-school relationship is realized. 

The interaction between teachers and parents is both critical and challenging 

in the advancement of issues of inclusion in educationally marginalized contexts 

(le Roux, 2002; Serpell & Nsamenang, 2014). Teachers and parents often come 

from different cultural, social, and linguistic backgrounds, which influences 

learning outcomes and causes frictions in home-school relationships (Matengu, 

Likando & Haihambo, 2019; Ruppar, Allcock & Gonsier-Gerdin, 2017). Teachers 

assume that learners possess learning styles, aptitudes, interests, and issues similar 

to their own and approach them accordingly (Daniels & Shumow, 2003). They 

struggle to find amicable and constructive ways to maintain consensus when 

confronted with contradictions (Daniels & Shumow, 2003). In Namibia, San 

families that live in socio-economically challenging conditions have been bullied 

by teachers for smelling bad or looking dirty (Dieckman et al., 2014). Teachers 

have identified the challenges in education as deficits within learners or their 

families rather than in the system due to a lack of cultural competence and 

understanding regarding cultural issues (Breton-Carbonneau, Cleghorn, Evans & 

Pesco, 2012). Bruner’s folk pedagogy helps in understanding the struggles of both 

learners and teachers in reconciling their different social and cultural worlds. 

Bruner (1996) argued that “our interactions with others are deeply affected by 

our everyday intuitive theories about how mind works” (p. 45). He used the concept 

of folk psychologies to describe the built-in, ordinary, and often unspoken and 

hidden theories of the human mind that guide individual behaviors and actions. 

Accumulated from our personal, familial, cultural, or general human experience, 

they assist us in making sense of the world, dealing with beliefs, practices, values 

and developing mental constructs (Ilić & Bojović, 2016). They are mental 

structures that are deeply rooted and difficult to alter (Kang & Lee, 2017) and 

whose characters and essences become visible in social interaction, especially 

when we face a situation that contradicts our folk beliefs (Ilić & Bojović, 2016). 

The mental challenge or gap in which we need to make value-based choices to solve 

the situation, as described by Dervin (1998), leads to a process of sense-making. 

Folk psychologies are the foundation of folk pedagogies and culturally 

embedded beliefs related to learning and teaching (Olson & Bruner, 1996). Folk 
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pedagogies consist of beliefs and assumptions regarding how children learn and 

should be taught, which everyone accumulates based on their life experiences (Ilić 

& Bojović, 2016). These beliefs and assumptions are not outcomes of rationality 

but rather cultural and social constructs that are inherent, implicit, and not always 

expressed in words (Ilić & Bojović, 2016). A mother raising a child for the first 

time makes decisions she believes to be appropriate regardless of whether she can 

describe her pedagogical approach or not. In that way, folk pedagogies provide her 

with a basis for decision-making and the justification of her actions, which can only 

be understood via the cultural context that influences her. 

Attempts to teach someone are based on assumptions related to the mind of the 

learner (Bruner, 1996; Lee & Walsh, 2004). Identifying more prominent and 

dominant models of the mind that prevail in certain educational contexts can inform 

and explain teachers’ pedagogical choices (Ankvab, 2015). Bruner (1996) 

recognized four dominant models of the mind that are commonly held by teachers: 

the imitative mind, the mind of didactic expose, the mind of a thinker and the 

knowledgeable mind. Figure 3 illustrates the typical features of each model. 
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Fig. 3.  Typical features of Bruner’s (1996) four mind models. 

The theory of the imitative mind assumes that learners lack skills that can be 

developed by imitating someone or something (Ilić & Bojović, 2016). A teacher’s 

pedagogy in the context an imitative mind is characterized by the transmission of 

skills and knowledge through repeated practice to a learner who in turn must 

practice in order to succeed (Bruner, 1996). 

The second model describes children as learning from didactic exposure. Like 

the first, this model is externalist in nature: it emphasizes what teachers can do for 

children instead of focusing on the development of learners’ own metacognition 

and meaning making (Chen & Walsh, 2008). Didactic teaching assumes that 

learners are empty vessels to be filled with knowledge and that they acquire new 

knowledge by using important mental abilities such as verbal or interpersonal 

abilities (Ilić & Bojović, 2016). In this model, knowledge is fixed and independent 

of the learner’s perspective, and learners mature and learn by remembering and 

applying knowledge. 

The third model is based on the belief that children are thinkers who mature 

through intersubjective interchange and collaboration with others. Here, the teacher 
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focuses on the child’s thinking abilities trying to understand how the child thinks 

and why they interpret information in certain ways. Bruner (1996) stated that unlike 

the two previous models, the mind of a thinker model does not see children as 

passive or empty but rather as active individuals who reason, makes sense and are 

able to think about their own thinking. 

Finally, the model of the knowledgeable mind recognizes children as active 

individuals constructing their learning based on accumulated knowledge. This 

model makes a distinction between subjective and objective knowledge, something 

that education should help children recognize. Children develop into managers of 

knowledge, using their accumulated knowledge as a foundation on which to build. 

As with the third model, the fourth is internalist, as it focuses on what children can 

do, what they think they are doing and how learning can be premised on these 

internal states. 

At this point, it is time to address the value of folk pedagogies in this study: 

how can they assist in exploring education in marginalized contexts? They are a 

foundation for the development of teachers’ coherent theories about education and 

teaching (Bruner, 1996) and have not been sufficiently understood in attempts to 

develop just education in marginalized contexts (Ilić & Bojović, 2016; Olsson & 

Bruner, 1996). It is worth noting that none of Bruner’s models of the mind can be 

said to be right or wrong; rather, the four perspectives should be fused into a 

congruent unity that recognizes them as distinct parts of a bigger whole. 

However, three issues emerge that are critical to researchers and educators who 

aim to advance equity and justice. First, teachers should be viewed as creators of 

their own theories of teaching and learning (Ilić & Bojović, 2016). Regardless of 

policy documents and guidelines, each teacher negotiates the policy texts against 

their long-standing models of the mind. Second, changing and improving teaching 

practice is only possible if teachers are willing to reflect, critique and question their 

folk pedagogies (Ilić & Bojović, 2016). Methods used to enhance teachers’ 

engagement in this process include reflexive writing and the development of 

metacognition. Additionally, teachers’ folk pedagogies should be a starting point 

for their professional development programmes (Ilić & Bojović, 2016). Teacher 

education programmes should give student teachers opportunities to become aware 

of and critically evaluate their folk pedagogies, understand their actual practice and 

build their own coherent theories of learning and teaching while questioning 

whether they align with curriculum content (Ankvab, 2015; Balto & Østmo, 2012; 

Chen & Walsh, 2008; Klug & Whitfield, 2003). 
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Culturally relevant pedagogy capitalizes on cultivating relationships that 

connect home and school cultures, social interactions and expectations for learning 

and the belief that knowledge is socially and culturally constructed and changing 

(Goodman & Hooks, 2016). The basic tenets of culturally sensitive pedagogy are 

comprised of a devotion to the achievements of marginalized children, the 

construction of pedagogical practice in ways that draw on and include the 

knowledge, histories and communicative styles of those inside and outside the 

dominant culture and the development of children’s abilities to use learning to 

affect social change (Ilić & Bojović, 2016). Teachers should be assisted by those 

responsible for pre- and in-service teacher education in their development of 

healthy mental habits and coping skills, which are needed to maintain social 

connectivity and exercise reasonable control over one’s choices (Daniels & 

Shumow, 2002). There should be efforts to arrive at a consensus on folk pedagogies 

by sharing diverse views and opinions in order to shape them communities to utilize 

human resources in a way that satisfies educational deficiencies (Kang & Lee, 

2017). Agreeing as a community on what kind of folk pedagogy should direct 

teaching and learning in pre-primary education would be a step towards the creation 

of a learning community characterized by equity and justice. For example, if a 

teacher approaches parents in a marginalized community with the attitude that they 

are the expert in possession of the right knowledge, they deny the existence and 

importance of the parents’ cultural and traditional knowledge. In this way folk 

pedagogies also guide teachers’ relationships with parents with whom they interact 

at the level of the mesosystem, something which is less discussed in the literature 

(Bruner, 1990, Ilić & Bojović, 2016: Kang & Lee, 2017). 

Bruner’s folk pedagogy suggests a critical realization: teachers’ pedagogical 

approaches are never innocent. Learning about formal theories during teacher 

education without becoming aware of existing folk pedagogies leads to a gap 

between what teachers think they do and what they actually do (Ilić & Bojović, 

2016). The concept of folk pedagogy has enabled scholars to explore what choices 

teachers make and why, which is why it is part of this study’s conceptual framework. 

However, teachers’ folk pedagogies in marginalized communities in Africa remain 

largely unexplored in the literature. 

2.4 The microsystem and Sen’s capability approach 

Children’s constructions of the world is like and their roles in it take place at home 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005). Parents prepare children with the contextually 
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relevant competencies and behavior needed in the community and for survival in 

broader society (Cleghorn & Prochner, 2010; Ren & Edwards, 2015). Ecological 

systems theory identifies this innermost setting as the microsystem in which 

children directly engage with people in their immediate physical and social 

environments. 

However, what happens when the skills and competences children learn at 

home differ from those that are vital at school and in modern society? Research 

shows that educators and decision-makers often assume that the blame is on 

parent’s for not doing what they ought to (le Roux, 2002); however, exploring the 

complexities around this assumption in more depth and finding new insights is 

possible. In this sub-chapter I narrow the focus to families in educationally 

marginalized contexts utilizing Sen’s (1993, 1999, 2000) capability approach and 

recent literature. 

The capability approach (Sen, 1993, 1999, 2000) is a framework for thinking 

about and studying children’s development and well-being in relation to social 

arrangements (Clark, 2005; Wright, 2012). It is not a theory of justice but rather a 

tool for evaluating various aspects of people’s well-being, emphasizing the value 

of equality and justice (Sen, 1999, 2000). In the context of education, scholars have 

drawn on the capability approach to explore inequalities and conditions that offer 

resources through which marginalization can be challenged (Buckler, 2015; Kelly, 

2012; Kim, 2017; Kragh & Dahl, 2015; Walker & Unterhalter, 2010). 

The key concepts of the capability approach are functionings and capabilities. 

Functionings are the beings and doings that an individual actually achieves, such 

as being educated and ability to communicate fluently by writing. Capabilities are 

the set of available opportunities that allow people to choose and to act, such as the 

real opportunity to go to school (Nussbaum, 2011). Figure 4 illustrates how the 

concepts of functionings and capabilities are linked with resources and personal 

utilities. 
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Fig. 4. Core concepts of Sen’s (1993, 1999) capability approach. 

Embedded in the capability approach is the idea that social arrangements, such as 

education, should expand people’s real capabilities and opportunities to choose, do 

and be what they value (Sen, 1993, 1999). For this to happen, there must be full 

recognition of prior learning and the socialization practices used at home (Cleghorn 

& Prochner, 2010; Ren & Edwards, 2015). 

The cultural and social resources for early socialization are normally well 

established and available in communities. Depending on what kind of skills are 

deemed valuable in a community, cultural and social resources vary in purpose and 

content. For example, in communally oriented African countries, folk stories have 

been used as a recreational and educational activities through which cooperation 

and obedience to knowledgeable elders is promoted. Furthermore, social 

competences, such as the ability to give and receive social support and to notice 

and attend to the needs of others, have been considered as markers of intelligence 

and development (Cleghorn & Prochner 2010; Nsamenang, 2008). In individually 

oriented Western contexts, children are commonly guided towards independence, 

and parents support the development of pre-reading and pre-writing skills from an 

early age (Duursma, 2014). Interaction patterns are typically adapted to school-like 

communication, including extensive use of language for listening, speaking, 

reasoning, explaining, asking, answering, comparing, labelling, and eventually 

reading and writing. 

While overstating the difference to make a point, both models—the communal 

and the individualistic—serve a purpose in their own sociocultural and economic 

contexts in which certain skills and competences are needed to survive. There is no 
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reason to judge these different approaches from a cultural point of view. However, 

it has been theorized that children from socioculturally unique communities 

experience multiple barriers between home and school environments. The more 

that home practices, including social, cultural, emotional, psychological, and 

environmental practices, are affiliated with school practices, the smoother the 

transition from home to school (Cleghorn & Prochner 2010; Shiohata, 2010). How, 

then, can a more equal start to academic life for children who live in socioculturally 

unique African contexts be provided? 

There is a tendency to undermine the role of marginalized parents who are 

often uneducated from a Western perspective and to consider them ill equipped to 

contribute meaningfully to the development of education models (le Roux, 2002). 

One of the common complaints of teachers of children from marginalized 

communities is the lack of parental involvement (le Roux, 2002). Teachers claim 

that parents from marginalized communities do not support their children’s 

schooling because they do not understand the importance of education. Other 

studies disagree with such claims and point out that such assumptions lack evidence 

and often hide the real sociocultural constraints in home-school interactions. 

Research indicates that in African communities, education is perceived as a 

narrowing staircase that only enables a strong and powerful minority elite to climb 

to the top (Serpell & Nsamenang, 2014). It is evident that parents, who have little 

faith that their child could finish school, lack persistence in supporting their 

children’s schooling when faced by unaddressed sociocultural constraints between 

the home and school environments. Parental expectations and beliefs function like 

a self-fulfilling prophecy: the lack of ability and opportunity to influence the course 

of events leads to more passive behavior (le Roux, 2002). These kinds of findings 

can explain some of the reasons why dropping out at an early stage is not firmly 

condemned by marginalized parents. The capability approach provides a fresh 

framework for thinking about these issues. 

Sen (1999) proposed that the efforts to equalize education should not be based 

on opportunities or learning outcomes but rather people’s ability to achieve the kind 

of lives they value. This approach redirects the criterion of justice away from 

educational resources and qualifications towards understanding people as able to 

learn about their own capabilities and interact with others to rectify constraints 

(Nambiar, 2010, 2011). 

According to Nussbaum (2011), it is critical that societies promote a set of 

important opportunities and freedoms that people may or may not act on. This 

ability to choose is linked to the third concept that Sen (1993, 1999) considered 
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foundational to the capability approach: agency. Embedded in agency is the belief 

that people are responsible enough to shape their own destinies; they do not merely 

experience development but can choose to act depending on their preferences (Sen, 

1993, 1999). In this study, I explored how understanding the beliefs, practices and 

expectations of parents from diverse social and cultural backgrounds can enable 

teachers to develop more innovative and dynamic ways of collaborating with 

parents and empowering them to become more proactive about their children’s 

futures (Niikko & Havu-Nuutinen, 2009; Yamamoto & Li, 2012). 

Fostering agency among parents in marginalized communities requires the 

development of their reflective abilities to that they can identify valuable 

functionings and choose values and goals beyond culturally and socially limited 

and adapted preferences (Kim, 2017). The sense of independence enhances self-

respect and the capacity to choose for parents (Nussbaum, 2011). If social and 

political circumstances do not lead to equal chances and equal capacities to choose, 

they impact the inner lives of people in terms of what they hope for, what they fear 

and what they are passionate about, which is particularly critical in the context of 

marginalized communities. As Walker and Unterhalter (2010) noted “our choices 

are deeply shaped by the structure of opportunities available to us so that a 

disadvantaged group comes to accept its status within the hierarchy as correct even 

when it involved a denial of opportunities” (p. 6). The capability approach 

underlines people’s powers of self-definition (Sen, 1999). 

The sub-chapter examines the assumption that parents have not parented 

correctly when a child enters school with irrelevant or weak cognitive skills from 

the perspective of the school. Embedded in this assumption is a judgment of the 

parents and child that ignores the basic human needs for dignity and self-respect 

(Nussbaum, 2011). Sen’s capability approach provides tools for understanding that 

parents are both resourced and limited by their own personal and contextual 

circumstances and histories. The roles of educators are to expand the opportunities 

that directly affect the improvement of children’s capabilities and link them to what 

children bring to school (Nussbaum, 2011). This is only possible if what parents 

value and why is understood (Buckler, 2015; Mfuh-Mensah, 2018). 

A prerequisite to capability improvement is the creation of meaningful 

relationships based on mutual trust and respect of parents’ dreams of their 

children’s future (Kim, 2017). Many families from marginalized communities have 

experienced generations of underachievement in formal schooling, which has 

demotivated their pursuit of an education that does not provide a sense of personal 

achievement and value. This is why there is a need to create pathways to imagined 
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and valued outcomes of education with schools and communities at large (Kim, 

2017). 

However, the capability approach is not without critics (Arneson, 2006, p. 17). 

Clark (2005) argued that it is too silent on the utility and material basis of well-

being; for example, being well nourished depends on the income one has for buying 

nutritious food. Other scholars have framed the capability approach as excessively 

individualistic (Arneson, 2006) and lacking in universal commitments regarding 

which freedoms are good and bad (Nussbaum, 2011). Nussbaum (2011) defined 

Sen’s work as an “approach to comparative quality-of-life assessment and to 

theorizing about basic social justice” (p. 18). It has its place as an evaluation 

approach to well-being beyond economic metrics and has directed political and 

public attention to the neglected dimensions of human well-being (Kaufman, 2006; 

Kelly, 2012; Kim, 2017). The capability approach has allowed children and 

beneficiaries of education systems, regardless of their circumstances and 

geographical locations, to conceptualize relevant capabilities (Biggeri, 2010, p. 

209), ideas which have been incorporated into this study. 

2.5 Theory synthesis 

The aim of this chapter was to explain the theoretical framework that informed my 

research inquiry. I drew my theoretical framework from existing research and 

introduced theoretical concepts that both inform the development of pre-primary 

education in marginalized contexts and direct future research on socioculturally 

relevant and quality education. The purpose was not only to introduce the theories 

but to discuss how different levels of formal education interact and connect by 

creating bridges or gaps in addressing educational marginalization. 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory explains how human development 

occurs in dynamic relationships between developing individuals and the integrated, 

multilevel ecologies that surround them. The five ecological systems—the 

microsystem, the mesosystem, the exosystem, the macrosystem and the 

chronosystem—are engrained in and set the conditions for the development and 

education of individual children (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). When interlinked nests 

interact and influence one another’s nature and existence, they form the basis for a 

child’s everyday life experiences (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005). In this broad and 

culturally rooted ecological approach, the emphasis should be on ensuring 

coherence, consistence, smooth transitions and effective and respectful interaction, 

even when tensions and conflicts between various nests and actors are unavoidable 



50 

(Conkbayir & Pascal, 2018; Paat, 2013). With this model, Bronfenbrenner (2005) 

prompted researchers to rethink the forces that promote or undermine human 

development in specific places and times, both past and present. 

Ecological systems theory is the foundation on which I started constructing this 

study. It led me to focus each nest as well as the overall ecological system and to 

search for understanding deeply rooted in the local context and social arrangements 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Due to the complex and multilayered nature of the ecology 

surrounding the child, I added other like-minded theories as practical mechanisms 

to explore focused aspects in different ecological nests (Langer & Lietz, 2015). I 

identified three conceptual lenses, all rooted in sociocultural theories and 

acknowledging the complex, contested and power-laden character of the multi-

ecology, including Dervin’s sense-making methodology, Bruner’s folk pedagogy 

and Sen’s capability approach. 

In order to understand how the conditions for family life are formed, I started 

with the outer nests of the ecological system in which social institutions and their 

representatives make decisions concerning said conditions (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). 

Dervin’s sense-making methodology has made it possible to understand how 

individuals (policy actors in the context of my study) negotiate these complex and 

often conflicting conditions. She visualized sense-making as a journey during 

which an individual faces situation of discontinuity. When faced with challenges 

(gaps) in sense-making, the individual uses available resources, such as past 

experiences, to make sense (bridge the gap) and continue the journey (Kari, 1988). 

The question is whether past and present available resources provide sufficient 

relevant materials for building a bridge and enabling the individual to continue the 

journey (Mfuh-Mensah, 2018). The actions of making and unmaking in 

communicating, creating, seeking, and rejecting information and knowledge create 

both coherence and instability (Dervin, 1998). 

In the inner nests of the ecological system, children interact with significant 

adults, such as teachers, who possess certain worldviews and lifestyles 

demonstrated in their educational desires and practices of socialization 

(Bronfenbrenner, 2005). Bruner (1996) argued that “our interactions with others 

are deeply affected by our everyday intuitive theories about how the mind works” 

(p. 45). He called culturally embedded beliefs about how children learn and how 

they should be taught “folk pedagogies” (Olson & Bruner, 1996, p. 10). As 

powerful mental resources, folk pedagogies direct teachers’ everyday pedagogical 

practices. Making folk pedagogies explicit enables teachers to understand their 
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actual practice and build their own coherent theories of learning and teaching while 

ensuring they align with curriculum content. 

The microsystem is the closest and most profound nest surrounding the child, 

and it is there that parents struggle to survive conflicts between social and economic 

forces over which they have little control. Bronfenbrenner (2005) suggested that 

examining children’s well-being and development should be done with an 

understanding of the well-being of families and parents. Meanwhile, Sen’s 

capability approach provided a useful mechanism for my research. Scholars have 

used the three core concepts of the capability approach—functionings, capabilities 

and agency—to explore the opportunities that allow people to choose the kind of 

life they value (Nussbaum, 2011). From it, two foundational principles emerge. 

First, embedded in agency is the belief that people are sufficiently responsible to 

shape their own destinies (Sen, 1993, 1999). Second, social arrangements, such as 

education, should expand people’s real capabilities and opportunities to do and be 

what they value (Sen, 1993, 1999). 

All theories consider interaction with others as central to the advancement of 

human development. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory explains that 

people do not develop in isolation but rather are surrounded by systems whose 

primary interest should be to protect and embrace developing people 

(Bronfenbrenner, 2005). With little attention and positive input from others, people 

are less able to solve problems, as Dervin (1989, 1992) explained. People’s 

conceptualization of the world around them can either expand or contract 

depending on their relationships and abilities (Bruner, 1996) to find value, believe 

and hope, which are influenced by the quality of the relationships around them (Sen, 

1993, 1999). The theories that inform my study commonly emphasize that people 

are essentially social in nature and that people depend on the love, care and 

influence of significant others; their ability to develop is therefore deeply rooted in 

their ability to be social in the communities they value. Human growth and 

development function in a social context, and therefore, a person cannot be 

understood without considering of the people who left the cultural inheritance 

necessary to develop into a social being. 

Another point of convergence in my conceptual foundation is the recognition 

of the hidden influence of past experiences on a person’s current doing and being. 

Bruner’s folk pedagogy makes this visible with its examples of the dominant 

models of the mind that influence teachers’ pedagogical decision-making in 

classrooms. When faced with unforeseen and unfamiliar questions, people tend to 

use the useful mental tools and resources from past sense-making journeys (Dervin, 
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1989, 1992). What parents desire their children to be in the future is closely linked 

to their past experiences and current situations. The unfortunate reality, however, is 

that people’s past experiences in a country such as Namibia, which has significant 

social and economic disparities, have equipped different communities differently 

to deal with the demands that modern and formal education impose on them. The 

question that Sen considered central to this complex phenomenon of educational 

marginalization is equality of what. Answering it demands the full recognition of 

people’s past and present lives in the light of social justice (Sen, 1993). 

The sociocultural theories acknowledge that the complexity of socially and 

culturally diverse contexts requires efforts to reduce conflicts and any instability 

that may hinder parents in their roles as primary caregivers. This need to enhance 

harmony, coherence and smooth transitions from home to school reaches beyond 

the microsystem, and research on the ideological preferences of various 

stakeholders in different ecological environments is needed to ensure a holistic 

ecosystem (Fitzgerald & Maconochie, 2018). 

There cannot be educational quality without equality. Educational 

marginalization cannot be viewed as an observable fact on its own but rather as a 

construct embedded in layers of meaning that are interpreted according to the lived 

experiences of children in relationships with other people and their environments. 

Denying them the possibility of being included means denying them the basic needs 

and essence of being human. Inclusive education is more than a process of 

accepting and integrating a student from a different background (Dalli, 2008). In 

the context of ecological systems theory, inclusive education demands an 

understanding of the inclusivity and learning communities as well as deliberate 

action to develop programmes that both support and respect variations of what is 

best, desirable and right for children and where they are from (Tonyan, Paulsell & 

Shivers, 2017). 

At the same time, local relevance is needed, and it must permit the transition 

to urban lifestyles or even life in other cultures. This has been highlighted as a key 

role for schools in educationally marginalized contexts, with specific emphasis on 

the role of the teacher as a bicultural mediator. Unfortunately, schools often have 

rigid perceptions of their roles and responsibilities, placing the need for adjustment 

on the child. In marginalized contexts, this ability requires teachers to think and act 

beyond often rigid and centrally located curricula to make space for adjustments to 

local conditions and forms of learning. Teacher education tends to be bad at 

providing such skills and instead promotes an image of teachers as dispensers of 

absolute knowledge. Teacher education is a major reason why teachers lack 
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competence and education systems lack quality, particularly in poor contexts. 

Finally, one of the greatest needs identified in this review is to go beyond ad hoc 

interventions and build locally relevant pedagogical practices in equal and 

respectful partnerships with those who have the primary responsibility for the 

development of children. 
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3 Research process 

This study is interested in how people describe and explain the social world and in 

the meanings they attach to it (Creswell, 2009; Flick, 2014). A qualitative research 

paradigm used in the fields of anthropology, philosophy and sociology presented a 

suitable research framework. The essential purpose of qualitative research in 

education is to get close to people to learn about their views, perspectives, and 

emotions, and to understand the reasoning behind their actions and behaviors 

(Holm & Lehtomäki, 2017). When qualitative research is conducted in diverse 

cultural contexts, such as Namibia, various issues need to be considered to conduct 

ethically sound and culturally sensitive research (Iphofen & Tolich, 2018). 

In this chapter, I will explain the research process as it unfolded throughout the 

eight years I conducted this study. I will go through the implementation of the study, 

including the ontological and epistemological underpinnings that laid the 

foundation for my methodological choices. I will explain the selection of the 

research site and participants, data collection procedures and data analysis. Finally, 

I will discuss and explain how I dealt with the ethical aspects of conducting 

research in a diverse cultural setting.  

3.1 Ontological and epistemological underpinnings 

The methodological choices I made during the research were informed by my 

ontological understanding of the nature of reality and my epistemological 

understanding of how we gain knowledge about reality (Denzin & Lincoln, 2013). 

Philosophical assumptions often remain hidden in research, but they significantly 

influence its practice (Creswell, 2009). Creswell and Poth (2018) suggested that 

the abstract ideas and beliefs that inform our research must be made explicit in 

order to identify the direction, scope and basis of decisions made throughout the 

process. 

In my study, the ontological, epistemological, and methodological foundations 

were rooted in sociocultural approaches. My study’s premise is that humans 

develop understandings of themselves and the world around them in specific 

contexts (Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Nsamenang, 2010; Souto-Manning & Rabadi-

Raol, 2018). Rather than narrowing ideas or searching for ultimate truths, meanings 

must be recognized as varied, contextual, and multiple (Creswell & Poth, 2018). In 

my research, I relied on a sociocultural ontology that considers context as 

multidimensional and recognizes contexts’ various intertwined elements, such as 
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culture, economy, politics and history, all of which are factors in areas of 

educationally marginalized areas (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005; Bruner, 1996; Dyer, 

1999; Hays & Singh, 2012). Educational marginalization emerges from this 

complex and multilayered context in which the various elements constantly create 

conditions for exclusion and inclusion (Hays & Singh, 2012). 

The sociocultural onto-epistemology of this research acknowledges that 

educational marginalization develops in interactions and encounters that take place 

within and in between the various layers of a context (Gatzweiler et al., 2011; Hall, 

1999; Howarth & Andreouli, 2015). This is the onto-epistemological premise on 

which my study contends to understand educational marginalization as a complex, 

contextual and sociocultural phenomenon. 

Epistemologically, I considered educational marginalization through the 

various layers of context and the interactions that take place within and in between 

these layers. Using sociocultural lenses, an understanding can be constructed that 

is contextually situated and more subjective than generalizable (Leavy, 2014). As a 

researcher, I actively constructed my own understanding of education in the context 

of educational marginalization (Hays & Singh, 2012), and I acknowledged my own 

biases in constructing my understanding of the phenomenon, thus incorporating 

multiple perspectives, including policy actors, teachers and parents, to enhance the 

reliability of the findings (Leavy, 2014). These onto-epistemological underpinnings 

are interconnected and interwoven in sociocultural research methodologies. 

My onto-epistemological understanding required me to consider various social 

and institutional structures as well as my own education and life experience. I 

approached this study’s participants inductively rather than deductively and 

provided them with opportunities to construct meaning in discussions or 

interactions with other people. I engaged in the everyday lives of participants by 

entering their world and through ongoing interactions, and I explored their 

perspectives and the meanings associated with their world and culture (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2013). I looked for reasons beyond the individual to understand 

participants’ social, historical, and cultural settings (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Hays 

& Sing, 2012). 

On top of these onto-epistemological foundations, I chose to erect a case study 

research design. This type of research developed as sociologists and 

anthropologists investigated people’s lives and experiences with the aim of gaining 

insight into how they interpret and attribute meaning to their experiences and how 

they construct their worlds (Harrison, Birks, Franklin & Mills, 2017). As is typical 

of case study research, the design of my study questions was critical. I wanted 
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participants to have enough space to elaborate on their views by asking why and 

how questions. By doing so, the design allowed me to derive an in-depth 

understanding of cases in a real-world setting with the aim of providing new 

knowledge about real-world behavior and its meaning (Yin, 2012). I undertook an 

empirical process in which I gradually made sense of pre-primary education in 

educationally marginalized context by contrasting, comparing, replicating, 

categorizing, and classifying the topic of study (Huberman & Miles, 2002). 

3.2 The researcher’s lenses 

Exploring educational marginalization in a sociocultural context different from my 

personal experience and upbringing challenged me as a researcher. Even though I 

had lived in Namibia for several years, was married to a native Namibian and had 

multicultural children in the post-apartheid country, I was still a White woman from 

whose life experience and education were mostly based in Finland. As a qualitative 

researcher, I considered myself as the primary data collection instrument with a 

background that shaped the interpretation (Creswell & Poth, 2018). I explored my 

own ways of thinking as well as the environment in which my beliefs had been 

formed. In this way, I became more conscious and aware of the way my 

understandings were built (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  

As a recent teacher graduate from a Finnish university, I had lots of theoretical 

knowledge, and it got tested by the socio-economically challenging and culturally 

diverse realities of Namibia. From 2007 to 2017, I was responsible for various 

development cooperation projects focused on children and families in marginalized 

communities in Namibia. I worked closely with international agencies, ministries, 

and representatives of non-governmental organizations through national 

committees on human rights and education. In 2017, I took a job with the 

University of Namibia as a teacher educator in the Department of Early Childhood 

and Lower Primary Education, where I worked until 2019. During these years, I 

paid attention to what people said and did to improve the early educations of 

children in marginalized communities and considered the meanings of these actions 

in their social and historical contexts (Creswell, 2009). I also pondered how my 

own understandings had been socially and historically constructed and how they 

formed as I continued to work in Namibia. 

Living and working in a socially and culturally foreign environment forced me 

to question my prior learning and construct new understandings. My search for 

answers to how the goal of quality education could be realized in culturally and 
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socio-economically challenged communities intensified, but instead of finding 

them, I discovered more and more questions, and these led me closer to the 

communities. I had moved from the position of a foreign development agent trying 

to offer outside solutions to an insider trying to find answers from within. Yet, I 

was also convinced that I could not find these answers alone and without hearing 

and understanding others who had different and closer insights into the challenge 

of pre-primary education in marginalized contexts. 

I needed to interact closely with people in order to understand their views and 

perspectives. As a researcher, I felt natural in this position, which was grounded in 

my epistemological assumption that in order to find answers to the research 

question, I needed to get to know the foci of my research and listen to people’s 

subjective experiences in their real-life contexts (Creswell & Poth, 2018). I desired 

to embrace the values of justice, equity, equality, and a sense of worthiness, which 

are typical values in Finnish culture, and characterize my axiological assumptions. 

I had had first-hand experience seeking justice for my children and myself both 

among the local White Namibians, many of whom still held White supremacist 

views, and among the Black Namibians who were trying to reconstruct their sense 

of worthiness in a democratic Namibia. 

This was both my professional and personal journey, and it lasted 13 years. I 

became convinced of how complex it was—and is—to improve the learning of 

children from disadvantaged backgrounds and train competent teachers, regardless 

of good personal and political intentions, to effectively counteract the inequalities 

and injustices of the existing education system. I believe these experiences formed 

my ontological and epistemological positions and that they have assisted me in my 

work with this study’s participants. Although I made every effort to ensure 

objectivity, these biases may have shaped the way I perceived and understood the 

data and how I have interpreted them. 

3.3 Research sites and participants 

The question that compelled me to start this study—what is quality pre-primary 

education for children in marginalized contexts, and how can we provide it?—led 

me to think about the propositions concerning this study’s scope (Yin, 2014). One 

of my key propositions was that we cannot provide quality pre-primary education 

in marginalized contexts if we do not know what it is and have never lived in the 

conditions of those who benefit from the education. Besides reflecting an important 

theoretical issue of educational justice, my proposition also helped me look for 
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relevant evidence. My position was that the relevant evidence had to be discovered 

from many perspectives. 

I defined pre-primary education in marginalized contexts as the case or primary 

unit of analysis, as Yin (2014) called it. This case had embedded units of analysis—

policy actors, teachers and parents—who had influence over the experience of the 

individual child, thus providing me evidence of what the pre-primary education of 

children from marginalized communities is and how it should be provided. This is 

typical in a case study design that includes multiple sources of evidence and can be 

used over time to collect detailed information on the case in its real-life context. 

As noted by Check and Schutt (2012), the sampling process in research that 

relates to at-risk populations can be complex because there is no clear definition of 

such communities. Hence, the sampling in my study was a gradual process in which 

I relied on evidence, such as local statistics and policies, and the justified guidance 

of policy actors and teachers (Check & Schutt, 2012). I undertook purposive 

sampling with the intent of selecting instances that would yield the most data (Yin, 

2016). This is typical in case study research: the cases that offer the greatest 

opportunity to learn get selected (Hays & Singh, 2012). 

Namibia was a natural choice for my research, as the country has a high number 

of children considered educationally marginalized (Hays, 2011; UNESCO, 2010, 

2014). The case I had identified required me to first look for instances that were 

relevant to my topic and only select participants based on their relation to that case 

(Beuving & de Vries, 2014). I wanted to select participants from whom I could 

obtain the broadest range of information and perspectives (Beuving & de Vries, 

2014) instead of having only a representative sample (Yin, 2016). I selected policy 

actors, teachers, and parents in order to have views on the same phenomenon from 

different perspectives. 

I started by identifying policy actors who influenced pre-primary policy 

development and administration at the national level. I identified six key personnel 

from the Ministry of Education, Arts and Culture, Namibia, who represented 

various units dealing with the children in marginalized communities. I declined to 

include personnel that had had little or no influence on pre-primary education. Then 

I selected a region that had one of the largest populations of marginalized 

communities and lowest educational outcomes in lower primary grades. To include 

the voices of policy actors at the regional level, I identified two more regional 

personnel based on their active involvement in the development and 

implementation of pre-primary education. 
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In order to identify specific educationally marginalized communities, I 

undertook snowball sampling by letting the regional policy actors identify 

communities that they considered marginalized based on their understanding of the 

policy concerning educational marginalization (Yin, 2016). Three schools were 

identified, and three principals, three pre-primary teachers and three first-grade 

teachers were selected from those schools. The selection of participants at the 

community level was done with consideration of their age, gender, work experience, 

number of children and distance to urban areas. The teachers identified 17 parents 

and guardians of pre-primary children. 

3.4 Data collection and analysis 

In a case study design, the unit of analysis guides the researcher in choosing 

appropriate data collection methods (Atkins & Wallace, 2012). Based on my unit 

of analysis, I considered a variety of questions to determine which data collection 

methods to use: which methods would yield the best opportunities to learn? Which 

methods were culturally relevant and appropriate? Would certain methods be 

limited due to language barriers? 

I chose to apply several data collection methods through which I could flexibly 

explore a variety of contexts and situations based on the experiences of individuals 

(Atkins & Wallace, 2012) and to ensure overall quality in terms of triangulation 

(Yin, 2014). I conducted semi-structured and informal interviews with policy actors 

and teachers. I designed the research question so “the participants [could] construct 

the meaning of a situation in discussion with other persons” (Creswell, 2009, p. 8). 

These discussions could be separated from certain times and places in which 

participants negotiated meanings and made sense of their worlds (Creswell, 2018). 

I developed interview guidelines based on key themes, such as good child 

development, meaningful education and home-school cooperation, which emerged 

as critical in the literature I had reviewed. The interview guidelines included 

questions on the following: 1) personal information, such as mother tongue; 2) 

educational background, such as level and type of informal or formal education; 3) 

the role of families in children’s education and development, such as the skills 

children learned at home prior to enrolling in school; 4) the role of education in 

supporting children’s learning and development, such as how teachers could 

respond to the educational needs of children form marginalized communities; and 

5) the life of children from marginalized communities outside their primary 

schooling. I also conducted observations, recorded videos, and took photographs 



61 

of classroom activities. The data collection involving policymakers and teachers 

was conducted in English and included one-hour to one-hour-and-45-minute 

interviews with policy actors at the national and regional levels, visits to four 

schools (one pilot school and three participating schools) and interviews with 

principals, pre-primary teachers and first-grade teachers in each school. 

There is mounting criticism from Indigenous people that research in their 

communities must honor and respect their cultures and knowledge (Liedenberg, 

Wood & Wall, 2018). One element of ethical research in Indigenous communities 

concerns respecting people’s relationships not as individuals but as a collective 

(Liedenberg et al., 2018). In terms of data collection, this meant that I had to use 

methods that considered this collectivity, such as focus groups assembled by gender 

(female/mother and male/father) and age (young and old). I designed focus group 

discussion guidelines that included broader topics, such as child rearing, education 

and home-school collaboration, but I left enough room for parents to explain 

themselves in an open way. The focused group discussions lasted from 1–2 hours 

and were conducted in the local languages. Each of the three communities had a 

different mother tongue.  

I had a different translator for each of the languages, and these people were 

also cultural mediators for each of the communities. Translators were selected 

based on their fluency in the local language and their familiarity with the context. 

I had lengthy discussions with the translators concerning each step of the data 

collection. Their insights into each language, community, culture, and people 

helped me consider culturally sensitive research approaches beyond my own ideas. 

For example, in one community, I was advised by the translator to hold a meeting 

with the traditional chief and the community prior to the data collection. With such 

adjustments to my data collection procedures, I tried to accommodate issues of 

interdependence and responsibility within relationships, including research 

relationships, something that is part of ethical research standards for Indigenous 

communities (Liedenberg et al., 2018). 

The data were collected in three stages. A comprehensive literature review was 

finalized in June 2014, and the empirical data were collected in September and 

October 2014. All interviews and focus group discussions were audio recorded. 

What was important during this process was maintaining the focus on participants’ 

daily experiences and perceptions as well as the meanings they attached to 

educational marginalization and good child development. I carefully examined the 

participants’ settings, personally visited them, and gathered data with the assistance 

of translators. I recorded the details related to my observations in a field diary and 
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included my own thoughts, feelings, experiences, and perceptions throughout the 

research process. This reflective process continued as I moved on to the analysis of 

my data (Atkins & Wallace, 2012). 

I started my analysis by organizing the data by participant group: policy actors, 

families and teachers (Yin, 2014; Mills, Durepos & Wiebe, 2010). I transcribed the 

interviews and focus group discussions and familiarized myself with them by 

reading and writing down some of the salient themes and merging issues. The 

analysis followed a two-stage process adapted from Yin’s (2011) description of data 

analysis. I first coded the data inductively by focusing on similar, different, and 

surprising codes. The purpose of coding was to move methodically to a slightly 

higher conceptual level by assigning the same code to items that seemed essentially 

similar (Yin, 2012, 2014). This was a back-and-forth process during which I 

organized quotes under relevant codes. The Table 1 below illustrates this inductive 

phase of analysis by giving an example of category code, initial codes and quotes 

from policy actors. All the data that were processed similarly but separately for 

policy actors, teachers, and families. 

In the second phase of my analysis, I thought more deeply about the meaning 

of the data and how the data could inform the research question (Creswell, 2009), 

and I identified themes and relationships among the codes and categories that gave 

meaning to it. The analysis was more deductive and related to the emerging 

theoretical and conceptual categories in the framework of my study. It is worth 

noting, that even though the overall theoretical framework is based on 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory, in the second phase of the analysis, I 

utilized the other theories outlined in my conceptual framework. For example, in 

the analysis policy actors’ data, I relied on Dervin’s sense-making methodology; in 

the analysis of family data, I relied on Sen’s capability approach, and in the analysis 

of teacher data, I relied on Bruner’s folk pedagogy. 
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Table 1. Example of policy category code, initial codes, and quotes from policymakers. 

Initial code Policymakers’ quotes 

Nature and purpose 

of educational 

policies 

“The thing is, it’s a little bit tricky because we are trying to bring everybody on board 

[so that] people [can] be equal. And that way, it makes you … feel like what is 

applicable to A should be applicable to B because you are trying to balance the 

situation. But to bring A to where B is, you got to give A [additional assistance]. So 

to me, personally, I feel … the policy ... its fine—it’s fine for everybody. Why am I 

saying [the] policy is fine for everybody? It’s because it does not discriminate.” 

Ownership of 

policies 

“With this policy, we don’t want to take chances and just leave it up to the mercy 

of ... no no. It’s something that is for the system. Most importantly, it has 

international implications. You know, it’s linked to rights. It is linked to conventions 

that we have ratified.” 

Attitudes towards 

policies 

“And I would like to see, now that we are decentralized, each region … have their 

own curriculum that is responsive to [their] needs. That’s my point; you cannot say 

one syllabus for everybody is good while you are in a vast, diverse country like this 

one. The curriculum, the way it is, it’s so structured that it doesn’t leave room for 

taking these initiatives outside the formal structure. It doesn’t leave room for you to 

be innovative and even to connect with other stakeholders.” 

Own professional 

capacity to enforce 

policies 

“This year I visited those schools. I spoke to them, the parents. I tried to make them 

understand that when you go for hunting, the children must stay at school. This is 

the way of life now.” 

For example, in the first stage of the analysis, policy actors’ data indicated a 

division between national and regional actors. In the second, I started categorizing 

the data into situations, gaps, bridges, or outcomes based on Sen’s capability 

approach, as illustrated in Table 2 below. In the deductive phase, the interpretations 

gradually emerged as I kept revisiting the data and comparing the analysis to the 

theoretical framework, field notes, photographs, videos, and diary entries. As Yin 

(2014) described, this spiral process of analysis and reporting of findings was 

slightly different for policy actors, teachers and families (e.g., though data were 

collected from eight policy actors, the study highlighted the perceptions of two by 

applying the reporting of unique cases [Yin, 2003] in Article I). 
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Table 2. Example of categorizing data deductively based on Sen’s capability approach. 

Situation, gap, 

bridge 

National Regional 

Weak policy 

implementation 

(situation) 

“Some of us have [an] understanding [of] 

what is essential. [But] to get it down to the 

grassroots level, where it needs to be re-

enforced, that is where the challenge lies.” 

“You will find that some of the learners are 

taught under a tree because of the 

structure. We don’t have … enough 

facilities.” 

Educational 

marginalization 

(situation) 

“I would directly link [educational 

marginalization] to the communities that 

are still marginalized [and] that are not yet 

on the level of others, in terms of 

education.” 

“[Educational marginalization occurs] when 

someone or a community is denied access 

to education by someone. Or when the 

opportunities are not availed to education.” 

Teacher 

competence and 

training (bridge) 

“We still have a lot to do in building 

understanding for each other to overcome 

these hostile practices towards the ones 

who are different.” 

“Teachers just concentrate on the 

academic part, ignoring the other social 

[and] physical … parts of the learner. 

Maybe that’s where they lack skills.” 

Addressing the 

educational 

needs of 

marginalized 

communities 

(bridges) 

“The value of education needs to be 

recognized … by everybody, and school 

as an institution in the community can 

help … take [the] lead in helping … 

parents understand that.” 

“The opportunities are there, but there 

must also be incentives [for] those who are 

marginalized to go to school. You need 

some efforts that [go] beyond the issues of 

availability of education, like what we are 

doing now, buying food.” 

Saini and Shlonsky (2012) noted that qualitative research evidence must be 

presented in such a way as to allow “others to assess the review’s quality and rigor” 

(p. 143). I ensured this study’s external validity by providing rich and detailed 

descriptions so that anyone interested in independent judgment can consider the 

case study and its findings (Yin, 2014). I utilized three techniques to ensure 

reliability. First, I provided detailed accounts of the study’s focus, my role, the 

participants’ positions and basis for selection, and the context from which I 

gathered the data (Yin, 2014). Second, I used multiple methods of data collection 

and analysis to strengthen reliability and internal validity (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

I put strategies in place to ensure internal validity, including the triangulation of 

data, participant checking, repeated interactions at the research site, participatory 

models of research with local assistance and a clarification of my biases. Finally, I 

reported the data collection and analysis strategies in detail to provide a clear and 

correct picture of the methods I used. All phases of this project were subject to 

scrutiny by more experienced supervisors. The Figure 5 below illustrates the stages 

of the research process. 
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Fig. 5. Stages of the research process. 

Saini and Shlonsky (2012) suggested that depending on the method used for the 

qualitative synthesis, various options exist for reporting the results. For example, 

Yin (2014) identified six alternative compositional reporting structures specific to 
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case study research: linear-analytical, comparative, chronological, theory building, 

suspense and unsequenced structures. Honoring the predominantly inductive nature 

of qualitative research in which “insights and findings stem from specific and 

concrete events from the empirical work” (Yin, 2016, p. 277) is important. Because 

this study is naturalistic (Stake, 1995), I have presented the results in a descriptive 

way that allows for some generalization, and I have included a summary of my 

interpretations and personal experiences. These rich descriptions provide a final 

understanding of participants’ experiences, views, and the meanings they attached 

to them. 

3.5 Ethical considerations 

Qualitative research is conducted in close proximity to its subjects so that the 

researcher can capture their views, experiences, meanings and discern the 

reasoning behind people’s actions and behaviors. This closeness to people poses 

specific ethical issues that in this study related largely to the question of how to 

conduct research in diverse cultural contexts while acknowledging and respecting 

cultural diversity (Holm & Lehtomäki, 2017). 

One of the aspects that Holm and Lehtomäki (2017) positioned as critical for 

ethically sound research in diverse cultural contexts is the way in which researchers 

form trusting relationships with participants. In situations such as the one I faced, 

in which the researcher enters a sociocultural context different than their own, 

identifying which issues the researcher and participants may share is important. In 

my study, I took time to introduce myself to participants. The discussions often 

began with the small issue of my surname: participants asked why I have a 

Namibian surname. By sharing some aspects of my personal life in Namibia and 

my interest in education, I was able to sense a shared experience and take steps 

towards building a relationship with the participants (Holm & Lehtomäki, 2017). 

Another aspect of culturally responsive research required me to engage in a 

discussion with participants on what was possible and desirable during data 

collection and what was off limits (Holm & Lehtomäki, 2017). I had to ask myself 

how I could show respect in the cultural setting I had chosen for my research. A 

more concrete concern during data collection was how I could make sure 

participants understood the notion of consent. Holm and Lehtomäki suggested that 

one way to reduce outsider suspicion in culturally diverse contexts is to have 

gatekeepers assist with the research. In the case of my study, translators were able 

to assist me. I agree with Holm and Lehtomäki that, as a researcher, I had to act 



67 

like a chameleon to adapt and find contextual but consistent ways of ensuring an 

ethically sound and culturally sensitive research process. As the authors stated, 

“conducting culturally sensitive and responsive research requires a strong reflexive 

attitude on the part of the researcher” (p. 78). To keep my research culturally 

sensitive, I tried to do that throughout the process. 

In my study, participation in the research constituted an intrusion in the lives 

of participants, who also shared sensitive information. Though I could not 

completely eliminate the inconveniences that arouse from participation, I had an 

obligation to respect participants’ rights, needs, values and desires. I safeguarded 

their rights by discussing the research purpose with them ahead of time and by 

describing how the data were going to be used both orally and in writing. When 

necessary, I involved the translator in these discussions, and I only proceeded with 

the data collection once participants gave written permission. Prior to my visits to 

the research sites, I acquired national permits from the relevant authorities. I 

informed participants of all data collection devices, such as the recorder, and the 

activities such as focus groups. I considered participants’ rights and interests before 

reporting the data by, for example, using pseudonyms in my report, and I allowed 

participants to make the final decision regarding anonymity. 
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4 Exploring pre-primary education in 
marginalized contexts 

In this chapter, I report the findings of the study as presented in Articles I–III. I 

respond to the research question in the following way: Article I focused on the kind 

of characteristics that constitute meaningful pre-primary education for parents 

living in marginalized contexts, and Articles II and III discussed how these 

characteristics could be incorporated into school practices.  

4.1 Indigenous parents’ conceptualizations of meaningful 

education 

In Article I, I used Sen’s capability approach to identify the educational advantages 

that Indigenous parents find meaningful for their young children. Seventeen 

parents—five mothers under 35 years old, six fathers between 27 and 59 and mature 

mothers above 35—came together to discuss what good child development is and 

how pre-primary education can support its achievement in their context. Parents 

views were based in the closest environment—the microsystem—that influences 

their children’s development (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). This required a culturally and 

contextually appropriate approach to inquiry. 

Upon arrival in the community that served as the main research site, I was 

introduced to a research assistant who had been identified with the help of a local 

non-governmental organisation. I needed a research assistant in order to overcome 

the language barrier and to act as a cultural mediator. At first, the parents were 

unwilling to meet for discussions because they felt uncomfortable entering the 

school. Hence, the research assistant advised me to visit the traditional chief and 

hold a community meeting to explain the purpose of my visit. This meeting brought 

me closer to the community and helped me establish a trusting relationship with 

the people, which they valued and after which they were more comfortable sharing 

personal stories. Then the parents agreed to meet at the school for discussions. 

There were three major educational advantages that Indigenous parents 

believed formal schooling should provide their young children. Contrary to my 

expectations, these advantages were not related to specific academic skills or 

competences but were broader capabilities achieved over long periods. The first 

capability was to become liberated from all resource-related dependencies, whether 

human or material. Parents wanted their children to have opportunities to choose 

what they want to do and be in life by being equipped with the kind of competences 
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that are needed in the dominant society. Parents were realistic in the sense that their 

traditional livelihoods no longer provided a future for their children due to 

restrictions on hunting and gathering. 

Another commonly mentioned educational advantage was the status of 

educated people as social contributors. This implied that education was not seen as 

a benefit for an individual but rather a community asset that could contribute to the 

local economy rather than individual capital. This view aligns with 

Bronfenbrenner’s understanding of the individual as a part of several ecological 

environments (1979, p. 85). As much as the ecological systems should expand the 

opportunities of the individual, Indigenous parents believed that the individual who 

has had opportunities should reciprocally extend them to the whole community. It 

is this reciprocity that makes education worthwhile and meaningful. 

The third advantage was that education allowed a person to become 

progressive in the face of unavoidable struggles in the Indigenous context. This 

advantage called attention to the availability of alternative developmental pathways 

and the ability to make use of these pathways to realize one’s desires and dreams. 

Bronfenbrenner (1979, 2005) noted that education should capacitate individuals to 

move from one ecological system to the other; this is what “expansion” means. 

Parents’ voices highlighted the difficulty of transitioning and progressing to other 

environments and that education should be developed so that it capacitates 

Indigenous children to move beyond the community to the dominant society, 

thereby expanding opportunities. 

The majority of the parents had not finished school, and none had permanent 

employment in the formal sector. They did not want the same kind of life for their 

children, yet they had little hope that their children would succeed in school. 

Parents’ descriptions revealed that the education system had failed to facilitate a 

meaningful dialogue between the two microsystems of schools and homes (Jerrand, 

2016). The mesosystem in which these two microsystems interacted was 

malfunctioning. Communication between the two systems was rare, unidirectional, 

and characterized by superficiality, which positioned the parents as involuntary 

clients of the institution rather than primary caregivers and active participants in 

their children’s education. 

4.2 Policy issues in educational marginalization 

How can the characteristics of meaningful ECE in marginalized contexts transform 

the multi-ecology surrounding the child? This was one of the underlying questions 
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in Article II, which focused on the exosystem level. The policy environment is part 

of the outer layers of the ecological system (Bronfenbrenner, 2005) that indirectly 

influence children’s well-being. One of the main reasons why children from a 

certain community develop in a specific way can be found in the character of the 

macrosystems and exosystems operating in the community. Bronfenbrenner (2005) 

noted that to understand the influences the outer layers of the ecological system 

have on specific groups of children, it is necessary to describe the ecological 

environment in which a given cultural group finds itself, particularly the way the 

exosystem and mesosystem direct and delimit the kinds of activities and relations 

that are possible for children and those responsible for their care. 

Policy actors play a crucial role in developing, interpreting, and enforcing these 

policies at different levels of the system. I explored the views of eight policy actors, 

six at the national level and two at the regional level. The names of all participants 

were changed to protect their identities. Article II highlighted the ways in which 

policy actors understand and make sense of policies, especially the gap between 

policy rhetoric and implementation, which has been recognized as a threat to 

educational quality in the culturally and linguistically diverse African context 

(Nsamenang, 2005). Natangwe’s description reflected the dominant voice of most 

high-level policy actors, while May’s was used to illustrate the less visible and 

unique sense-making of those who enforced policy implementation at the 

community level. I contacted one policy actor and inquired who else would be 

relevant in contributing to the understanding of the policy discourse on ECE and 

educational marginalization. I selected the region where the data collection was to 

take place by asking the national policy actors which ones they considered to be 

characterized by educational marginalization as it was defined in the national policy 

documents. Then I approached personnel at the regional level and inquired which 

communities were characterized by the same definition of educational 

marginalization. 

I used Dervin’s sense-making framework to explore the meaning policy actors 

attached to educational marginalization, including how they identified a problem 

and which aspects they contemplated before interpreting the policy and its practical 

implications. Their reasoning was largely determined by their personal convictions, 

which emerged from their history, experiences, skills, resources, and contexts, as 

others have pointed out (Moll, Amanti, Neff & Gonzalez, 1992). For example, the 

definition of educational marginalization was explained differently by each of the 

policy actors. The more connected policy actors were to the world of beneficiaries, 

the more pluralistic and reflective of the daily lives of communities their sense-
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making was. Unanswered questions—which I called dilemmas—remained and 

impacted the sense-making processes. Policy actors were not always sure where 

their accountability should stand. Should they have been more accountable to the 

higher levels of the administration system or to the context that may require 

resolutions not included in the policy framework? 

This dwelling between a rock and hard place led them to negotiations of 

priorities that are part of the sense-making process. The process of mediation was 

invaded by the obligation to fulfil policies as they were, regardless of whether it 

provided enough flexibility to come up with innovative solutions that accommodate 

the realities of communities. There was no questioning of the policies’ content, as 

it was believed that they met the international standards and outlined the 

terminology concerning best practices. The descriptions prompted the question of 

whether policy formation truly demonstrated a practice of democratic power or 

whether it reproduced structures of domination and inequality. Article II suggested 

that the inability to acknowledge the problems that occur in this unequal education 

system further delimited the kinds of activities and relations that could be possible 

for children and those responsible for their care. 

4.3 Teaching in the marginalized contexts 

In Article III, I explored educational marginalization in the school context and as it 

was embedded in pedagogical perceptions and practices from the perspective of 

principals, pre-primary teachers, and first-grade teachers. These participants 

worked at the mesosystem level, where they related to other settings in which 

children were active participants (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). I perceived them as 

cultural mediators, rather than facilitators of learning, who played important role in 

facilitating smooth transition from home to school by continuously searching for 

settlement between opposing views in a situated environment (Witherspoon, 2010). 

In this process, they drew wisdom from their personal histories, which led me to 

approach participants utilizing Bruner’s concept of folk pedagogy. Bruner (1996) 

developed four dominant models of mind, which I used as sounding boards to 

search for and describe the kind of models that participants applied in the most 

marginalized settings. 

Participants unanimously described the minds of young children as blank slates 

waiting to be filled with the right knowledge. The right knowledge was believed to 

come through the formal education, books and resources made available through 

the formal system. Participants saw no need to utilize traditional knowledge for 
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educational or pedagogical purposes. For example, modern books, even if 

culturally irrelevant, were believed to have more educational value than the oral 

folk stories of the local culture. The mind’s potential was fixed. Competences were 

used as benchmarks to assess the mind’s capacities, included memorization, 

imitation and the repeating of facts, and further develop them. Some participants 

opposed centering the learner, viewing it as an approach that allowed children to 

grow disobedient and one that had no socially constructed value within their 

communities. 

The question I wanted to explore with the folk pedagogies was how the 

characteristics of meaningful ECE could be considered in the pedagogical 

approaches. It appeared that the folk pedagogies that participants used were partial 

constraints to effective teaching and mediation. Without exception, they were 

rooted in outdated theories of child development and of the mind as a blank slate, 

while low-level thinking strategies, such as memorization and repetition, were used 

to develop the mind and benchmark that development. The ideologies of externalist 

theories, such as the lack of a mutual dialogue, were also evident in interactions 

with all stakeholders in teaching There was little evidence of a willingness to 

undertake the changes expected of cultural mediators; rather, the tendency was to 

adhere to policies and administrative requirements. 

As opposed to Howarth and Andreouli (2015), who reported on teachers 

actively finding solutions to integrate children from marginalized contexts, Article 

III revealed that the teachers’ abilities to connect with other microsystems and act 

as cultural mediators between the Indigenous community and school community 

was limited and needed more attention during pre-service and in-service teacher 

education. 
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5 Steps towards just pre-primary education 

There are many perspectives and layers to meaningful pre-primary education in 

marginalized contexts, and I have tried to identify them in this study. In this final 

chapter, I reflect on these different perspectives in the light of the overall research 

question. I also enlighten what value this holistic picture adds to existing research. 

How we can use the findings to improve pre-primary education in marginalized 

contexts in Namibia and perhaps extend it to other marginalized contexts? I will 

also take a reflective and critical look at the whole study and consider the journey 

that lies ahead. 

The objective of this study was to deepen the understanding of just pre-primary 

education in educationally marginalized contexts. I aimed to empirically explore 

what educational marginalization is and what constitutes more meaningful pre-

primary education in marginalized communities. Theoretically, I have aimed to 

explore the phenomenon of educational marginalization within the broader system 

of society. The overall research question is: what kind of characteristics constitute 

meaningful pre-primary education for children living in marginalized contexts? I 

now want to examine how this study’s findings can be incorporated into public 

primary schools. I will do this by outlining some of the steps towards just education 

based on the empirical and theoretical findings. 

At the beginning of my inquiry, I was inclined to think that when a young child 

becomes educationally marginalized, there must be something wrong with either 

the practices of the home or school. Perhaps parents did not give sufficient attention 

to the school’s requirements or the teacher did not have the competences to handle 

children from socioculturally different backgrounds. My thinking was judgmental, 

deficit oriented and polarized, and it failed account for the dichotomy of both the 

positive and negative qualities of the actors into a cohesive, realistic whole. Before 

visiting the educationally marginalized communities, I did not appreciate the extent 

to which wider societal values and the practices, policies and processes of 

community interaction underpin the school’s approach to learning. My 

understanding of educational marginalization started to take shape through the 

voices of the different study participants, and I started to see the complexity and 

richness of the possibilities of diversity. Bronfebrenner’s ecological systems theory 

provided a solid foundation for exploring educational marginalization as a 

phenomenon linked to various sociocultural factors in the multi-ecology 

surrounding the child. However, ecological systems theory alone was not enough 

for me to delve deeper into the complex nature of educational marginalization in 
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different ecological nests. To explore the perspectives of different stakeholders at 

different levels of the system, I used other like-minded theories, including those of 

Dervin (1989, 1992, 1998), Bruner (1996) and Sen (1985, 2000), all which are 

embedded in a sociocultural understanding of human development. In the next sub-

chapter, I will discuss some of the steps necessary to realize just pre-primary 

education based on the empirical and theoretical findings. 

5.1 From separate to united 

This study’s empirical findings highlight the fact that educational marginalization 

can only be understood as part of the whole system of education and broader society. 

Other scholars (Salazar & Abrahams, 2006; Souto-Manning & Rabadi-Raol, 2018; 

Urban, 2015) have suggested that efforts to improve the situations of children in 

marginalized communities have often been too narrowly focused on specific 

communities rather than the system that marginalizes certain individuals and 

communities. In this study, the findings revealed teachers’ and policy actors’ 

unexamined accountability to the education system and administrative procedures 

rather than the best interests of children. The empirical data from parents, policy 

actors and teachers imply that the inability of the education system to be informed 

by and accountable to realities of people may have compromised its ability to 

provide appropriate education (Buckler, 2015; Hays, 2011; Sangeeth, 2016). 

This study opened new insights into the meanings parents attach to pre-primary 

education in marginalized contexts and their contributions to it. The findings 

aligned with those of other studies that concluded that Indigenous parents 

understand the importance of education but do not necessarily consider the existing 

models of education valuable (Cleghorn & Prochner, 2010; le Roux, 2002). This 

may be a consequence of not being able to contribute to the development of existing 

ECE models (Leonard, 2011; Matengu et al., 2019; Paat, 2013). Through the lens 

of Sen’s capability approach, this study was able to reveal parents’ rich contextual 

and cultural knowledge and unfortunate histories of socio-economic oppression 

and disrupted school paths, none of which were accounted for in the development 

of culturally relevant pre-primary education. Parents described meaningful 

education as a vehicle for their children to move through and choose freely in 

society in their later years. Meaningful education removes sociocultural barriers, 

equips children to cope with hardships and reciprocally benefits the individual, the 

Indigenous community and, ultimately, a democratic society. Aligning education 

with the kinds of advantages of education that parents find valuable is critical but 
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has not happened in Namibia. When parents and schools share similar values and 

practices, children are less likely to become educationally marginalized (Cleghorn 

& Prochner, 2010; Leonard, 2011; Paat, 2013). 

The findings show the difficulty of creating coherence among the various 

ecological systems in a country and its history of inequality and socio-economic 

disparity (Hays, 2011; Penn 2011, 2014). Two key findings arise from policy actors’ 

perspectives. First, the more familiar policy actors are with the realities of practice 

at the microsystem level, the more they are able to identify the weaknesses in 

policies at the exosystem level and the gaps between various levels in ecological 

systems. Public bureaucrats are an unutilized pool of policy mediators in Namibia 

who could be more involved in formulating and interpreting contextually relevant 

policies (Gale, 2003; Jansen, 2002; Spillane et al., 2002). Second, the findings 

revealed the hierarchical nature of Namibia’s education system in which policy 

actors with contextual knowledge have few opportunities to voice their experiences 

and influence the development of pre-primary education that follows global ECE 

discourses (Hays, 2011; Penn, 2011). These findings align with others in that in 

former apartheid countries, policies should be seen as practices of power that 

require constant review to bring about more just education (Jansen, 2002). 

The experiences of teachers illustrated that constant frustrations and challenges 

are part of teaching in marginalized contexts; specifically, linguistic diversity and 

interactions with families from culturally unique backgrounds are two key sources 

of frustration for teachers in rural Namibia. Many scholars have emphasized that 

education stakeholders who work with socioculturally diverse communities need 

to constantly find contextual solutions to the complex needs of the children in their 

care (Buckler, 2015; Cleghorn & Prochner, 2010; Kragh & Dahl, 2015). This study 

found that teachers are usually unaware of their cultural positions and the 

prejudices they hold. Hence, they have little control over the impact their lack of 

cultural competence has on teaching and learning. The findings align with those of 

other studies in that teaching in educationally marginalized contexts requires 

specific competences that have been undermined in teacher education (Green & 

Reid, 2004). For example, play differs from one context to another, and hence, 

teachers need to be equipped to build on local child rearing practices in order to 

bridge the gap between the family and school life. These competences should not 

be limited to teachers in marginalized contexts only but should concern all teachers, 

as they can together influence the social and cultural systems that have excluded 

some and empowered others (Souto-Manning & Ramadi-Raol, 2018). I agree with 

Dyce and Owusu-Ansah’s (2016) recommendations that teachers should not only 
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be trained to provide culturally relevant education but to be assisted in constructing 

a philosophy of education that “incorporates social reconstructionism and 

transformative learning, viewing themselves as social justice advocates for children 

and families” (p. 327). Teacher training should equip teachers to answer difficult 

questions, such as how they can bring familiarity to children’s daily learning 

experiences, what kind of pedagogical practices shield children from 

marginalization and what they can do to smooth out the sociocultural and linguistic 

transitions between homes and schools. This study challenges higher education 

institutions to continue supporting teachers throughout pre- and in-service training 

as well as through administrative and support structures whose absence may have 

compromised teachers’ ability to provide just education. 

At the theoretical level, the study employed Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 

systems theory (the microsystem, the mesosystem, the exosystem, the macrosystem 

and the chronosystem) in exploring the dynamic relationships between the 

developing individual and the integrated, multilevel ecology of human 

development (Conkbayir & Pascal, 2018). Ecological systems theory was helpful 

in maintaining a broad yet coherent picture of the different environmental forces 

that could create, contribute to and address phenomena such as educational 

marginalization. However, I felt the need to draw deeper from the interactions and 

dynamics in the different ecological levels using other conceptual frames (Adom et 

al., 2018). Dervin’s sense-making methodology helped me discover the views of 

policy actors at the exosystem level. At the mesosystems level, I illuminated the 

meaning of classroom practices and teachers’ views in educationally marginalized 

contexts using Bruner’s concept of folk pedagogies. Sen’s capability approach 

guided the analysis and interpretation of my work at both the mesosystem and 

microsystem levels. Using multiple concepts from Bronfenbrenner’s theoretical 

framework enabled me to remain authentic to the sociocultural approach, 

acknowledging the complexity and multilayered nature in which educational 

marginalization occurs. This study shows how one phenomenon cannot be fully 

understood without understanding its various dimensions and how it is interlinked 

with and connected to various layers of the context. Each perspective matters in 

constructing a deeper and holistic understanding of just pre-primary education in 

marginalized contexts. The variety of conceptual tools helped me to single out 

different views from the whole ecological system. This study provided insights into 

educational marginalization as a phenomenon in the broader education system and 

suggested ways in which just education could become more than a pipe dream 

(Mwetulundila, 2019). 
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This study contributes to the theorization of just pre-primary education by 

illustrating the systemic process between exclusive and inclusive education 

approaches in Figure 6. In this systemic process, the positioning of parents, teachers 

and policy actors in relation to one another moves from total segregation (exclusive 

system) towards an integrated whole (inclusive system). First, the model highlights 

that when policy actors, teachers and communities become more aware of the 

existing system and the environmental forces that impacted its formation, such as 

the erstwhile apartheid education system in Namibia, they gain more power to 

counteract educational marginalization and direct its transformation towards equity 

and justice. This may begin a journey in which problems such as educational 

marginalization are no longer externalized to certain circles but owned as constructs 

that each level has contributed to and which require conscious efforts and critical 

reflection at all levels to resolve (Goodman & Hooks, 2016). Systemic change has 

the potential of improving the experiences of developing individuals over time 

(Bronfenbrenner, 2005). 

 

Fig. 6. The systemic approach to developing just pre-primary education. 

To model this theorization, I would like to draw attention to the far left of Figure 6, 

where the education system is segregated. Here, policy actors, teachers and parents 

remain within the boundaries of clearly defined nests (Stage 1), thus enforcing a 
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dangerous sense of comfortability, familiarity, power, and control within their own 

circles. This segregation is dangerous because stakeholders do not interact with 

each other or encounter each other’s beliefs and practices, and existing knowledge 

is therefore not modified to accommodate new knowledge and further develop 

thinking. Other stakeholders are not seen as part of the same system but as different 

and separate entities with few if any connecting points. There is even a stage in 

which stakeholders meet (Stage 2), but the engagement remains superficial in 

relation to the beliefs, practices and choices made about teaching and learning, and 

it has little meaningful impact on children’s education. 

This study’s second theoretical contribution is its highlighting of the 

importance of shared expertise in the construction of more just pre-primary 

education models. The shared expertise is emphasized in Stage 3 and Stage 4 of 

Figure 6. This study adds to sociocultural theories in that the construction of pre-

primary education models requires full acknowledgement and appreciation of 

contextual beliefs, values, and practices (Serpell & Nsamenang, 2014) as well as 

economic and materials realities (Mwetulundila, 2019). This local expertise needs 

to be brought to the center of the pre-primary education system, and as this study 

has highlighted, it also needs to be brought into closer dialogue with the other kinds 

of expertise distributed across the system (Zeichner, Payne & Brayko, 2015). This 

blending of views, which is illustrated in Stage 4 of Figure 6, is likely to bring about 

tensions and contradictions. Yet, it is these often painful and contradictory 

interactions that, if facilitated in a safe and supportive environment, can lead to the 

birth of changes to education that include everyone, as illustrated by Stage 4. The 

theoretical model proposed in this study suggests that by being exposed to other 

people’s views, educators construct a more realistic and evidence-based picture of 

pre-primary education. The process of creating shared expertise can serve as a 

resource in problem-solving and help to innovate new solutions. 

5.2 Evaluating the study 

Understandings of educational marginalization, exclusion and inclusion are 

constructed as people negotiate with others in their personal and professional lives. 

Therefore, I agree with Bruner (1996) that the sociocultural place where children 

develop is human construct. In hearing participants’ voices, I was reminded of how 

it was for me to arrive as a foreigner in Namibia 15 years before, when I went 

through a process of culture shock and adaptation and moved from being an 

outsider to an insider while trying not to lose my identity. Discussions with various 
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stakeholders strengthened my conviction about how great the influence of social 

relations is on human development and professional growth and how important it 

is to have a sense of justice while developing educational programmes in ever-

changing and increasingly diverse ecological environments. 

In this sub-chapter, I critically reflect on the overall study. First, I reflect on the 

soundness of the methodological decisions I made during the research process. 

Second, I evaluate my research paradigm against Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) process-

person-context model. 

Onto-epistemologically, my approach was rooted in a sociocultural approach. 

I considered educational marginalization as a complex, contextual and multilayered 

phenomenon. Therefore, I gathered and examined information from various levels 

and perspectives, including my own education, knowledge and lived experience. 

As a researcher, I considered myself as a primary data collection instrument whose 

background shaped the interpretation (Leavy, 2014). Therefore, I made my biases 

and beliefs visible from the beginning. I explored my own beliefs and the hidden 

ideas that guided my actions as a researcher and what kind of value stance I took 

as an inquirer (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

My methodological choices were deeply embedded in my ontological position 

as a sociocultural inquirer. I searched for like-minded theorists to support and locate 

my journey in the context of educational marginalization. From the sociocultural 

perspective, educational marginalization in ECE settings is a discursive, socio-

historical process in which the extent of inclusion or exclusion is jointly influenced 

by policy actors, teachers, parents, and children. Therefore, I tried to include 

everyone’s perspectives by using methods that each group of participants was 

familiar with. For example, I chose to interview policy actors in English, while I 

was advised by my research assistant to have focus group discussions with parents 

in their mother tongue. By making such choices, my aim was to approach 

participants from their point of view. 

Implementing this study in educationally marginalized contexts challenged my 

ethical and value positions as a researcher. For example, in one situation during 

data collection, people were helping me find a community and mentioned that so 

many researchers come, collect information from the communities and disappear 

without the community ever hearing from them again. This statement implied that 

the community has some criteria for research ethics and expectations of any 

researcher. This encounter also sparked in me a process through which I reflected 

my own accountability as a researcher to the communities and considered 

methodological decisions that would be ethically sound. I tried to consider my own 



82 

boundaries as a researcher by not making empty promises to the community. I also 

decided to talk about my study in the Namibian context and publish one of the 

articles in a Namibian peer-reviewed journal so that the concrete changes that the 

community wished for could be debated at the local level and be supported by 

findings such as those of my study. 

This study’s methodological approach can be a useful framework for anyone 

looking to achieve a comprehensive and in-depth understanding of a certain 

phenomenon. The selection of participants from different ecological layers was 

helpful in obtaining diverse perspectives on the same phenomenon. The multiple 

data collection methods built a rich data base for exploring the research question. 

Sequencing the data collection by starting from the policy level, moving towards 

the schools and finally addressing the parents enabled me to make necessary 

amendments and improvements along the way, moving from a more familiar 

context towards (I could relate more to the context of the policy actors at a personal 

level) to more socioculturally unique and unfamiliar contexts (I was familiar with 

but did not belong to the socioculturally unique communities). The opportunity to 

talk appeared to be something that each group of participants took with enthusiasm. 

It is worth noting that I chose to maintain the anonymity of the research sites, 

which were three educationally marginalized communities. They were not the only 

educationally marginalized contexts in the country, and I could have chosen 

different sites. However, had I mentioned their specific locations and characteristics, 

I could not have guaranteed the participants’ anonymity. Educational 

marginalization is a sensitive topic, and the opportunity to talk about it openly and 

without fear of being condemned professionally or personally is something that 

many participants appreciated. Because the Namibian communities are small and 

the country itself is not all that populated, identifying the communities could have 

the same stigmatizing effect as identifying the participants. Therefore, keeping the 

sites anonymous is justifiable. My data are limited to three unique sites, and hence, 

the interpretation of my study is as well. I considered this by reviewing extensive 

theory in my thesis to strengthen the limited data. 

In evaluating this study, I made several decisions to approach human 

development in context by using my sociocultural lens. As an outsider in my 

research locations, I had to be particularly sensitive with cultural perspectives. 

Bronfenbrenner’s process-person-context model (Bronfenbrenner & Evans, 2000; 

Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) offers a guideline for evaluating sociocultural 

research paradigms. From the initial stage of research, the design provided 

systematic information on the context in which educational marginalization 
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occurred (the context of the model). I had been working in Namibia over a decade 

by the time I started my study and had both read about and experienced the context 

in which I was interested. My interviews included questions about participants’ 

sociocultural backgrounds, which assisted me in building a comprehensive in-

context picture of the participants (the people or person of the model). Perhaps the 

most challenging task was ensuring that my research design provided information 

on the process through which educational marginalization occurs (the process of 

the model). I attempted to achieve this by asking participants to describe their 

experiences with such processes. Yet, I believe that adding a parental meeting or 

similar encounter would have added value to my inquiry. The encounters and 

interactions between parents, teachers and policy actors are also an area of research 

that requires further investigation. 

I described the factors that either increased the risk to enhance or protected 

from educational marginalization based on the literature that informed my study. 

They included a contrast between several factors (policies, schools, and homes) and 

between groups of subjects (policy actors at various administrative levels, teachers 

in three different schools and parents in three different communities). I tried to look 

beyond the social address of educational marginalization to the environmental label, 

which can easily remain unspecified and unintegrated (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 

2006). I focused on what the environment is like (the context of the model), what 

kind of people live there (the people or person of the model) and what they do and 

the activities that take place that could affect a child’s development (the process of 

the model). This process-person-context design made it possible for me to mediate 

and find linkages between and within these systems that shape the essence of 

educational marginalization. However, Dervin’s, Sen’s and Bruner’s conceptual 

frameworks proved to be helpful in this process. 

Another aspect in this self-evaluation is the consideration of time. Not only do 

people in the same age range share life experiences, people in different generations 

have quite different experiences. I addressed this by having focus group discussions 

according to age and gender as well as trying to identify experiences that may have 

influenced people’s views. In this way, I aimed to conduct research that recognizes 

the impact of prior life events and experience on subsequent development 

(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). 

One of the issues I have had to reflect on throughout my thesis journey is the 

terminology used in my research topic. When I started this research, I assumed that 

terms such as “educational marginalization” and “marginalized communities” were 

definite and encompassing. As I went further and became informed of the 
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discourses in the literature, I started to understand how complex and sensitive the 

terminology concerning the education of children in marginalized communities is 

and how difficult it is to enact these understandings in research processes. For 

example, Souto-Manning (2018) criticized the use of terminology that is 

constructed according to deficits and differences and argued that various terms, 

such as “minoritized children,” place the emphasis on the failure of the Eurocentric 

epistemological policies and practices pertaining to transitions. I have considered 

and pondered such questions throughout this study but decided to adhere to the 

terminology defined in the beginning. In order to place the emphasis on the system, 

I avoided the use of “educationally marginalized children” and rather used 

“children in marginalized communities.” This was also the view of the Namibian 

senior colleagues who guided me on the subject of research ethics. However, in 

future research, use of terminology should be carefully considered and aligned with 

the recommendations of critical literature. 

5.3 Final thoughts and scope for future research 

In the beginning of my research, one of the key questions I had was how a system 

can be moved from exclusion and marginalization towards participation and 

inclusion. Initially, I narrowly asked this question in the context of the classroom 

activities and pedagogy used by teachers. However, looking back, I see that I went 

through a process that expanded my view and directed it towards the purpose of 

ECE, which constitutes my concluding thoughts in this final sub-chapter. 

Why is it important to move from an education system that excludes some and 

empowers others towards a more inclusive and just education system for all? The 

answer appears obvious, yet this study suggests that little is known about whether 

this question has really been asked and where the answers lie. 

One way to uncover the hidden purpose of pre-primary education in 

marginalized contexts is to consider how economic arguments have been used to 

market ECE to developing nations (Hays, 2011; Penn, 2011). In countries such as 

Namibia, the purpose of education has often been attached to a deficit framework 

that highlights the lack of resources and poor education outcomes and promotes 

access to education as a key to prosperity for disadvantaged individuals and 

stronger national economies. I, too, highlighted some of these aspects in the 

beginning of this study. However, with my current understanding, I suggest that 

this discourse has largely emerged from the global ECE development agenda, 

which has undermined the influence of erstwhile apartheid education that aimed to 
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segregate and oppress large segments of Namibian society. How could the future 

models of pre-primary education consider, rather than ignore, the past injustices of 

apartheid education and simultaneously build meaningful and forward-looking 

education models? 

Here, I dare to bring in another approach that is concerned with education’s 

role in democracy and is embedded in understanding of its purpose. This approach, 

which Nussbaum (2010) argued for, emphasizes ECE as an opportunity to embrace 

skills that are needed to keep democracies alive. Nussbaum (2010) stated that 

education should develop “complete citizens who can think for themselves, 

criticize tradition, and understand the significance of another person’s sufferings 

and achievements” (p. 2). In the case of Namibia, where the context is diverse, 

socially and culturally unequal and rich in traditional education, the bargaining, 

arguing and lobbying in policy processes (Dyer, 1999: Gale, 2003) should be done 

with the questions of equity and social justice in mind. Only then, as noted by 

Jerrand (2016), may participatory processes strengthen the experience of social 

justice and contribute to social transformation. I argue that schools could play a 

more significant role in building bridges between two significant contexts: the 

traditional community and dominant society. In this space of tension and 

contradiction, I see an opportunity to use method of democracy as an avenue for 

learning (Holma, Kontinen & Blanken-Webb, 2018). Learning the language and 

social practices of the dominant society is crucial in ensuring that individuals can 

be free to enjoy the full rights of citizens. As Kim (2017) noted, children’s freedom 

to learn should “be considered from a lifelong perspective rather than simply 

focusing on children’s temporary freedom” (p. 189). McDowall and Whatman 

(2016) suggested that children’s education must “be immersed in ways of learning 

and being that can and should shape the way they interact with their worlds in the 

future” (p. 23). This requires time, self-awareness and personal and institutional 

growth that may be a painful and personal process but necessary to initiate the kinds 

of changes that will enable Namibia to develop just education (Goodman & Hooks, 

2016). 

In a young democracy, such as Namibia, these kinds of approaches may be 

helpful in defining the purpose of pre-primary education and education at large. 

While my study focused on pre-primary education, which is part of primary 

education in Namibia, some of my findings and recommendations apply to basic 

education in general. This study recommends a more democratic process of 

planning, implementing, and evaluating education models. Furthermore, 

developing and strengthening positive, culturally appropriate, and two-way 
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communication with marginalized communities is a foundation for meaningful 

home-school relationships. The development of more meaningful education in 

marginalized contexts should be based on balanced inputs from those that provide 

and benefit from the education. The experiences of families and children living in 

such communities cannot be overemphasized. Their views, aspirations and hopes 

are based on lived histories of long-standing historical, economic, and social 

struggles. When appropriately included in education development, their input can 

present new perspectives to policy actors, educators and researchers and become a 

source of innovative solutions for future education development. 

This study reveals areas for future research to academics, policymakers and 

educators interested in taking further steps towards a just pre-primary education in 

the most marginalized contexts. There is a need to continue developing theoretical 

approaches that emerge from the beliefs, living conditions, values, and practices of 

African societies. Theories that acknowledge the influence of past and present 

social, economic, and political environments will allow us to develop a more in-

depth understanding of education in contexts in which social, cultural, and 

economic disruptions, inequalities and tensions characterize the environment. 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory and my conceptualization of the 

systemic approach to developing just pre-primary education can be helpful in such 

research initiatives. 

Empirical studies in which multiple perspectives from various layers are 

brought together to develop a more comprehensive picture of the complex interplay 

between exclusion and inclusion are needed to guide national and international 

policymakers and educational institutions towards more democratic approaches to 

education. Future research is particularly needed to understand how meaningful 

pedagogies and models of education are created and how they are enforced through 

policy processes and by educational institutions. In conducting such research, 

careful consideration should be given both theoretically and methodologically to 

issues of justice, democracy, and ethics. For example, ensuring that research is 

ethical and culturally appropriate when involving participants from socioculturally 

diverse and unique settings is of utmost importance. Additionally, it is not only 

important that future research include the less heard or absent voices of people from 

marginalized communities—it is equally important that it include them in a way 

that strengthens participants’ experience of justice throughout the research process. 
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