
http://thejournal.org.za Open Access

Transformation in Higher Education  
ISSN: (Online) 2519-5638, (Print) 2415-0991

Page 1 of 9 Original Research

Read online:
Scan this QR 
code with your 
smart phone or 
mobile device 
to read online.

Author:
Jerome P. Joorst1 

Affiliation:
1Department of Education 
Policy Studies, Faculty of 
Education, Stellenbosch 
University, Cape Town, 
South Africa

Corresponding author:
Jerome Joorst,
jpjoorst@sun.ac.za

Dates:
Received: 03 May 2021
Accepted: 17 Aug. 2021
Published: 29 Oct. 2021

How to cite this article:
Joorst, J.P., 2021, ‘Why 
should an ethics of care 
matter in education?’, 
Transformation in Higher 
Education 6(0), a127. https://
doi.org/10.4102/the.v6i0.127

Copyright:
© 2021. The Authors. 
Licensee: AOSIS. This work 
is licensed under the 
Creative Commons 
Attribution License.

Introduction
The study draws on a recent incident where a student educator was chased away from a school 
whilst doing teaching practice (TP) for ‘not having appropriate hair’. The incident was discussed 
and debated on Facebook1 between an education reporter, the lifestyle editor of Rapport and two 
reporters and an education law specialist. An investigation by the education department2 found 
that the principal indeed acted wrongly prompting an apology from the provincial Ministry of 
Education3. This incident also drew criticism from political parties who believed the incident to 
be racially motivated4.

The incident occurred when a black student educator from Stellenbosch University (SU) reported 
for duty at a former Model C school and was asked to leave the school by the school’s white 
principal for allegedly not having hair ‘which sets an example to learners’. Apart from the 
immediate racial tension that the incident generated, the school principal justified his actions 
to the media by making more racially insensitive comments in which he equated the student 
educator’s hair to that of circus animals. Furthermore, he flouted ethical and procedural 
regulations when he unilaterally denied a student educator from the opportunity to complete his 
TP in a public school. Neither SU, nor the Western Cape Education Department (WCED) restored 
the student educator’s right to continue his TP at this specific school. This contributed to the 
student educator’s traumatic experience. The student had to find another school on his own, 
where he could continue his TP. The incident is not only a vivid reminder of the continued 
precarious race relationships in South African schools and some hegemonic exclusionary practices 
that still exist in some schools but it also sheds light on the lack of sufficient care for student 
educators by universities and schools during TP. 

The relevance of this incident is that it resonates with similar incidents of systemic and structural 
racism against black bodies in South Africa (Delmas High 2020; Pretoria Girls High 2016; Sans 

1.https://fb.watch/v/1B539N484/

2.https://www.netwerk24.com/Nuus/Onderwys/hoof-beboet-gewaarsku-na-hy-studente-onnie-wegjaag-20210407

3.https://www.iol.co.za/capeargus/news/schaefer-apologises-to-student-for-bleached-hair-incident-principal-charged-026477d6-fc35-
4277-87d1-78878662200d

4.https://briefly.co.za/95418-eff-demands-vredenburg-primary-school-principal-be-suspended-racist-comment.html.

When a black 2nd-year student educator gets chased away from a school whilst doing his 
teaching practice for hair ‘not setting an appropriate example to learners’, the incident elicits 
questions about the rights of student educators during teaching practice, as well as the 
extent to which universities and schools care for, support and prepare student educators for 
the realities of schooling in South Africa. I situate the article in Transformation in Higher 
Education and the discourses of moral education concerning universities’ preparation of 
student educators in conjunction with schools in South Africa. The purpose in this article is 
to critically evaluate the neoliberal regulatory environment that frames education in general 
and how this has led to ‘uncaring’ environments in which student educators must operate 
during the execution of their teaching practice. I applied an ethics-of-care- approach to 
conceptually discuss the central role that care should play in the professional development 
of student educators. A decline in the level of care for student educators during teaching 
practice by universities and schools has an increasingly negative impact on their professional 
preparation which might lead to increased teacher attrition and discourage new entrants to 
the profession. To achieve the kind of care among teachers we envisage through education, 
universities and schools will have to re-examine the role of care for student educators during 
teaching practice.
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Souci 2016)5 and around the world (Bushby 2020; Gatwiri 
2018; Sini 2018). The struggles of identity and culture these 
learners are facing in South African schools can be linked to 
broader struggles as seen in the Black Lives Matter movement 
around the world (Henkeman 2018). The social problem that 
is addressed is how educational institutions devoid of care 
can adequately prepare student educators to navigate 
schools as agents of ‘peacebuilding’ and ‘social cohesion’ 
(Cappy 2016:122).

The problem I address in this article is the place of care in 
student educators’ professional development in an education 
system strongly framed by neoliberalist (Adams 2006; Hall 
2011; Maistry 2014; Marois & Pradello 2015; Rustin 2016; 
Shenk 2015; Sparkes 2007; Van der Walt 2017; Welch 1998) 
and perfunctory logics (Naidoo 2001:107). The concern is 
that, in quantitatively focused and highly regulatory 
environments, universities and schools’ caring for student 
educators’ professional development during teaching practice 
has become increasingly neglected. If left unchecked, the 
concern is that universities will produce teachers who can 
teach, but who are mechanistic in their approach to their 
work – robot-like teachers who simply deliver the curriculum 
uncritically without the intent of caring for the ‘enhancements 
of peoples’ lives’ whom they are teaching (Wong & 
Wong 2004:21). ‘Minimised care’ says Cherrington (2017:73), 
renders teachers to mere transferers of knowledge from books, 
apathetic to cultural diversity, social justice and how to live 
as active citizens. The institutional cultures of universities 
and schools have become focused on accreditation, 
assessment and pass-or throughput-rates, which are better 
than that of the competition. The traditional ideals of 
education as a vehicle to ‘transform society’; ‘to liberate 
people from the grasp of poverty’ and education as ‘the 
practice of freedom’ (hooks 1994:207) seem to have been 
largely replaced by a focus on skills acquisition for the 
market. Values and community well-being in schools are 
mentioned in passing, whilst the real focus in terms of time, 
capital and infrastructure is geared towards production (of 
pass rates, throughput rates and international rankings). 
Uncaring educational environments expect school teachers 
to be docile and compliant workers in prescribed bureaucratic 
school systems whilst universities are expected to produce 
readymade teachers who can fit into schools’ operating 
systems, seamlessly. The business of education at universities 
and schools is so fast-paced that there is little time for 
individual attention to student educators or learners. And 
whilst we are producing better pass rates and more graduates, 

5.Pretoria High School for Girls is a former white peoples’ only school where black 
learners were constantly targeted (pulled out of class, singled out or endured snide 
remarks from teachers) for their natural hair not being fit for the school. White 
schoolgirls shaved off all their hair in solidarity with their black fellow students. This 
incident sparked a national outcry against racism in the country during 2016. Black 
learners at Sans Souci Girls’ High School in Cape Town in 2016 were locked out of 
the school after they began demonstrating against school rules and teachers who 
penalised learners for speaking black South African languages and for wearing 
natural hair on school grounds. The provincial education department in which the 
school is situated concurred that this school allowed discriminating practices but 
also indicated that no one would be dismissed. This story also sparked a national 
debate on continued racist practices against black learners in former white peoples’ 
only school. Strict hair policies for African hair drew the ire of the media at Delmas 
High School (another former white peoples’ only school) in Mpumalanga in 2020. 
The school denied the claims and the provincial education department refused to 
comment on the issue.

education does not appear to change society for the better. As 
Jacobs (2005:794) referred to ‘the essence of hope’, I would 
like to add that care too, is ‘a necessary condition for an 
education aimed at bringing about social change’. In the 
following section, I briefly discuss my methodological 
approach.

The article aims to bring the issue of care for student educators 
during TP to academic consciousness. It draws from a recent 
incident at a school where a black student educator was 
chased off the school premises of a public school by a white 
school principal. The emphasis on race is important because 
the principal’s justifications for his actions speak to the 
ongoing issues of race and power in South African schools. 
More importantly although, which is also the focus of 
the article, is the apparent lack of care by the university 
(when it does not restore the student’s right to continue his 
TP at this particular school) and the school (in its punitive 
treatment of this student educator with complete disregard 
of legal, professional and ethical protocols). An ‘ethics of 
care’ is proposed as an alternative approach to student 
educators during TP irrespective of the highly regulated 
environments now dominating educational spaces. n.p

Methods
This article followed an interpretive perspective to analyse 
the place of care for student educators during TP. I used a 
conceptual research methodology concerning the research on 
care in education by analysing the incident where the student 
educator was banished from a public school. Following Terre 
Blanche, Durrheim and Painter’s (2006:557) claim that a 
conceptual study is a process whereby a researcher develops 
a clear and explicit theoretical image or idea of the issue to be 
understood, I combined previous research on care and 
associated work (ethics, justice) in education to critically 
discuss the current phenomenon of dwindling care for 
student educators during TP. Based on various ethics of care 
approaches, I proposed alternative approaches to address 
the ‘lack of care’ crisis in education. 

Teaching practice in a regulated environment
Under the current neoliberalist policy regulation and high 
quantitative demands, the culture in educational institutions 
has been corporatised, commodified and privatised. In his 
article, entitled: Neoliberalism Doesn’t Care, Koechlin (2021), 
describes neoliberalism amongst others as:

[… T]he aggrandizement of the market and the disparagement 
of the state; the aggrandizement of private property and the 
disparagement of the commons; the privatization of social 
security and the relentless insistence that we ‘can’t afford’ 
medical aid; International Monetary Fund (IMF) structural 
adjustment programs; tax cuts for the rich; the prioritization of 
property and the ‘freedom’ of property owners over people; 
profits before people; austerity; the insistence that we should 
thank big capital for exploiting human beings and the planet; 
the insistence that we should facilitate – by deregulation, 
liberalization and privatization – big capital’s exploitation of 
human beings and the planet. (n.p)

http://thejournal.org.za
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One of the consequences of a neoliberalist education system 
is the dehumanisation of the educational project in which 
stakeholders (university teachers, schoolteachers and in this 
specific case, student educators), are often marginalised and 
exposed to exploitation. To this end, Ball (2003:216) observed 
that ‘the new technologies of reform play an important part 
in aligning public sector organisations with the methods, 
culture and ethical system of the private sector’. 

Educational policy reforms in South Africa have shifted from 
their original people-centred, caring ideals to market-
orientated objectives that seem far removed from caring for 
the people. Mathebula (2018:97–99) in Human rights and neo-
liberal education in post-apartheid South Africa, explained that 
neoliberalist agendas have rather sought to expand global 
capital accumulation through free trade, financial deregulation 
and privatisation. He quoted Hanson and Hentz’s (1999) 
research that indicates that the African National Congress-
government’s (ANC) education budgets are now depoliticised 
and removed from the realm of public debate and placed in 
the hands of economists and technocrats (p. 97). Furthermore, 
he argued, by drawing on Harris (1997) that schools are now 
simply viewed as units of products whose performance is 
regulated by the mechanism of consumer choice based on 
information about their effectiveness and efficiency (p. 98). 
He added via Chisholm and Fuller (1996:693) that the 
government’s idea of ‘people’s education and robust 
community participation gave way to a technocratic 
discourse that ‘relieved the Right and bewildered the Left’. 
Business interests in schools (through upskilling, life-long 
learning and transferable skills), he adds by drawing on 
Phillips (1998), now seem to proliferate. Finally, he asserted 
that the rights and responsibilities of communities, parents 
and learners and other interest groups in education (such as 
student educators) [my emphasis], seem to be defined ‘as 
those of consumers of the products of education rather than 
those of participants in education’ (Fuller 1996:693).

The ideas of collectivity, community and inclusivity in 
universities and schools have been reduced to public relations 
exercises. People in these sectors are now required to act as 
individuals who need to think for themselves and take care 
of themselves. The idea of a community of practice had to 
make way for a new kind of culture in higher education – 
that of commercialisation, corporatisation, commodification, 
privatisation and marketisation of the public university 
(Giroux 2014; Marginson 2016a, 2016b; Shore & Wright 2016; 
Slaughter & Leslie 1997). ‘Financial motivations’ (Rabovsky 
2012), not ‘the public purpose’ (Shapiro 2005), nor the 
‘emancipation of the individual’ (Mokyr 2002) seemed to 
have turned higher education institutions and schools into 
global market environments divorced from their redefined 
social contract (Brennan 2004). In South African universities, 
similar impulses have led Swartz et al. (2019:576) to assert 
that ‘the pressures both upon and within universities have 
led to serious reflection about the very nature of these 
institutions and what should constitute their “core business.”’ 
Core business, a notion itself steeped in a history of corporate 

governance has subsequently been applied to higher 
education. Amid deep prevailing inequalities in the South 
African higher education sector, the context in which they 
are located and the growing marketisation of higher 
education, bring the primary and overriding purpose of the 
university into question (Swartz et al. 2019).

In assuming the role as preparers of educators for South 
Africa, universities (in collaboration with schools) serve as 
learning communities in which novice educators learn the 
theoretical and practical fundamentals of their profession. In 
such a community, one can reasonably expect the novice to 
make mistakes along the way, in the process of becoming a 
full member of the teaching community. Mistakes, one would 
imagine, would be dealt with in a caring, supportive way, 
where the incumbent learns by doing, guided how to do, and 
redoing. Teaching practice is intended to provide student 
educators with a learning-by-doing opportunity. Teaching 
practice is the period during their training where student 
educators gain real-life experience in the actual teaching and 
learning environment (schools). Learning about the profession 
in real-life situations is supposed to be a supportive and caring 
experience in nurturing spaces where novice educators are 
supposed to become embedded in communities of practice.

Teaching practice is framed by national and provincial 
regulations. To become a teacher in South Africa, one must 
have a 3-year bachelor’s degree with a Post Graduate 
Certificate of Education (PGCE) or a 4-year B.Ed. degree at 
a recognised higher education institution. This will allow a 
newly qualified teacher to register with the South African 
Council of Educators (SACE), the national regulatory body 
for teachers in South Africa, and obtain a license to teach. 
Universities take responsibility for the preparation of student 
educators. As part of this university’s teaching degree, a 
credit or ‘pass’ mark in TP is a prerequisite indicator that a 
student educator has acquired competence in the classroom. 

The minimum requirements for teacher education qualifications 
(MRTEQ) views work-integrated learning or TP as central to 
the professional development of teachers (Department of 
Higher Education and Training [DHET] 2011). Teaching 
practice, the DHET envisages, has both a developmental and 
evaluative purpose and should thus be both supervised and 
assessed. Practical learning provides student educators with 
an opportunity to engage with the realities of teaching in 
schools. Teaching practice is an important condition for the 
development of tacit knowledge, which is an essential 
component of learning how to teach. To support their 
professional development, Ruznyak and Bertram (2013) 
asserted, TP provides students with opportunities to develop 
their tacit practical knowledge as they learn from practice (e.g. 
observing and reflecting on lessons taught by others), and 
learn in practice (e.g. preparing, teaching and reflecting on 
lessons they presented). In support of their professional 
development, the practicum provides students with 
opportunities to develop their tacit practical knowledge as 
they learn from practice (e.g. observing and reflecting on 
lessons taught by others), and learn in practice (e.g. preparing, 
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teaching and reflecting on lessons presented by oneself) (DHET 
2011:8). 

In the Western Cape (the province in which the incident took 
place), the education governing authority in the province, 
WCED, SU (one of three universities in this province), and its 
partnering schools have a mutual agreement and policy 
framework as a basis on which TP takes place in the province. 
The Professional Development Strategy of the WCED 
addresses the professional preparation of student educators 
and declares that preparing and recruiting student educators 
to become good is a central strategy in improving the quality 
of learning and teaching in every school in the province. Close 
cooperation between universities and schools where students 
are engaged in TP is of critical importance for the WCED to 
secure successful partnerships between role players, the 
effective delivery of competent educators, and a seamless 
introduction into schools and daily classroom realities (WCED 
[Protocol for Teaching Practice in Western Cape] 2020:3). 

Universities, together with the WCED prepare student 
educators for the world in which they will work based 
on a ‘Work Integrated Learning’ (WIL)-approach. Work 
Integrated Learning is the range of approaches and strategies 
a student educator would use to integrate theory with 
practice. Student educators are required to use a WIL 
approach during their TP. Paragraph 3.1 of the Protocol for 
TP states that WIL takes place in the workplace and can 
include aspects of learning from practice. Work Integrated 
Learning is a key element of a holistic educational strategy to 
integrate real-life experiences into the education curriculum.

When a student educator from a university in the Western 
Cape arrives at a school in the province, he or she does so in 
terms of national, provincial and locally agreed upon, rules, 
goals and expectations. But, not all schools in the province 
are the same (as is the case in the rest of the country). Christy 
and McKenny (2017), in Decoloniality and ‘Model C’ schools: 
Ethos, language and the protests of 2016, provide a useful 
description of the differences in schools as part of the country’s 
negotiated settlement in the early 1990s so this study will not 
cover that aspect. Tensions about transformation and issues 
of diversity in ‘Model C’ (former designated white schools 
and now just public schools’) however continue and might 
have been an underlying cause in this particular incident 
where a black student educator is chased off the premises of 
a public school by a white school principal. 

What are the challenges?
The chasing away of this student educator raises legal, 
procedural and ethical challenges. Although a student 
educator, whilst doing TP, is a guest of a school and can be 
expected to abide by the rules of the school, school rules or 
codes of conduct ought to be drawn up by a school’s 
governing body (SGB), board or council in consultation with 
all stakeholders and communicated to all concerned parties. 
In terms of the South African Schools Act (Act 84 of 1996), 
school rules must be drawn up by a SGB in conjunction with 

all the stakeholders in the school. What is more important is 
that these rules should be communicated to all stakeholders 
as well. In this sense, this particular school’s rules or 
expectations around teachers’ hair should have been 
communicated to the university, but it was not. Another 
thing about school rules is that they should be representative 
of the relevant school’s population. It is suspected that this 
was not the case in this instant and that this particular school, 
like many other public schools in the country, is still 
struggling with formulating such rules. 

Ethically, educators’ (including school principals) interactions 
in schools are regulated by a Code of Professional Ethics as 
set out in the Guidelines of the South African Council for 
Educators (SACE) (RSA Act 31 of 2000) and include refraining 
from undermining the status and authority of an individual 
and avoiding any form of humiliation (DoE 2000b). Under 
normal circumstances and per procedures set out in SACE, a 
principal would call a colleague or student educator aside, 
pointed out his unhappiness in a professional conversation 
with a colleague and reported the incident to the university’s 
liaison officer overseeing TP. This did however not happen 
in this instance. Instead, the principal shouted at the student 
educator, gave him no chance to state his side of the story 
and ended his TP opportunity with immediate effect (Slatter 
2021). In an already politically charged environment, the 
altercation between a black student educator and a white 
school principal, evokes images of continued unfair treatment 
of particular groups of people in South Africa. The inaction 
by the University and WCED to restore the student educator’s 
right to continue his TP at the school of his choice, highlights 
the apparent reluctance to address the concerns of racism 
against black people in post-Apartheid, x Model C-schools.

This situation is in stark contrast to Aristotle’s views of the 
primary goal of education as teaching moral virtues, which 
encompasses two complementary parts (ethics and practical 
wisdom) (Chen 2019:97). Paul and Elder (2006) defined 
ethics as ‘a set of concepts and principles that guide us in 
determining what behaviour helps or harms sentient 
creatures’. Ethics, according to Edwards (2008:78), refers to 
morality. Caring is an overarching quality that gives the action 
its moral character (Van Hooft 1999; Wadesango & 
Machingambi 2015). In operationalising ethics of care within 
educational institutions, Kgomotlokoa et al. (2016:93) argued 
that moral development is the responsibility of all those 
involved. Jansen (2011) added that the moral growth of the 
members is the responsibility of the community such as 
student educators, universities and schools. But, as Harvey 
(2007) warns in Neoliberalism: Creative Destruction, the 
neoliberal character that has engulfed universities and schools 
signalled a noticeable transition in the purpose and character 
of educational institutions from places of social cohesion and 
care to places with hollowed-out corporate cultures defined by 
regulation, policies, rules and perfunctory routines.

The result is that, in the absence of a community of care, 
student educators and even practicing educators find it more 
difficult to cope in school environments. Botha and Rens (2018) 
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use the term, ‘reality shock’ to question the adequacy of 
universities’ teacher preparation programmes to adequately 
prepare South African teachers to cope with the ‘uncaring’ 
environments of South African schools. New teachers often 
find the transitioning from the missionary ideals at university 
to the rude realities of school classrooms, difficult. Whilst the 
university often focuses on an inductive student-centred 
approach where the learner as co-constructor of knowledge is 
emphasised, schools demand a deductive teacher-centred 
approach where curriculum knowledge is transferred from 
teacher to student. Classroom management and discipline 
remain huge challenges. Teachers often find workloads 
(extramural activities, communication with parents and 
colleagues, and particular school leadership and management 
styles (Botha & Rens 2018:1–8), overwhelming. Feiman-
Nemser (2001:1016) described the gap between student 
educators and the real world of school as the ‘challenges of 
reconciling learned experience with realities of teaching’. 
Upon entering schools, teachers are faced with the highly 
regulative and quantitative demands of the education system; 
deep inequalities between schools in South Africa in terms of 
resources and mentorship support and violence in communities 
beset with historic socio-welfare challenges, which often 
spill over into schools. Universities’ teacher preparation 
programmes are often focused on pedagogical and theoretical 
knowledge and do not always deal with the practical 
challenges of schools. Teacher preparation programmes at 
universities thus often fail to adequately prepare new entrants 
to the teaching profession for the uncaring realities of school, 
which leaves student educators and new teacher entrants 
fragile and vulnerable.

What neoliberalism cleverly does is take liberal ideas and 
virtues and add to it a narrowly focussed laissez-faire 
economic twist. Education, which is supposed to be a public 
good for all, through a neoliberalist lens, thus becomes 
another opportunity for profit and competition, which 
ultimately leads to exclusivity, inequality and elitism. The 
idea of individual rights becomes understood as minimum 
government interference in economic issues of individuals. 
Neoliberalism often centres on individualism, independence 
and self-responsibility. Ball (2003:129) used, ‘self-governance 
to refer to the responsibility on individuals’ shoulders in the 
current education environment. The ideas of self-governance 
and self-regulation assume that individuals take responsibility 
for their actions. The individual is now solely responsible for 
their own well-being in the education system.  This seems 
almost antithetical to the idea of preparing aspirant educators 
who are dependent on a community of lecturers and 
practicing teachers for their professional development. 
During TP, student educators are still learning the trade and 
are bound to make mistakes. One can imagine that these 
individuals still need guidance in a caring, non-punitive 
manner.

Self-responsibility is the case referred to in this study, which 
appeared to have implied that the student educator takes 
ownership of the situation he finds himself in and manages 

the impasse between him and the principal himself. Up 
against the power vested in the school principal (being a 
representative of the state and a member of the SGB at the 
same time) and the lack of intervention from his university or 
WCED to restore his rights to continue his TP at that specific 
school, however, the student educator felt isolated, 
unsupported and left to his own devices. He had to go and 
‘find another school by himself’ to continue his TP (Slatter 
2021). The hidden danger in the idea of outsourcing 
responsibility to the individual instead of the collective then 
is that it may lead to the exploitation of individual rights. In 
this specific case, the incident left the individual ‘feeling 
isolated, hurt and powerless’ (Slatter 2021). Although 
teaching practice is a valued and fundamental tradition in 
the development and socialisation of teachers, Mukeredzi & 
Mandrona (2013:1) argue that “it has challenges, especially in 
rural areas where lack of in-school support and guidance can 
reduce its effectiveness”. Their research into students’ 
experiences of TP found that unsupportive school contexts 
and problematic interactions between student educators, 
mentors, other staff and the initial encounters with learners 
as some of the main sources of frustration, anger and 
bewilderment amongst student educators (p. 149). What 
alternatives can be offered?

Towards an ethics of care
Responsive educational institutions respond proactively and 
sympathetically to appeals, efforts and influences and 
address needs so that all can thrive in the institution. To be 
culturally responsive, Maluleka (2020:141) expands, means 
that there are proactive and empathetic efforts to comprehend, 
respect, and meet the needs of those coming from 
dissimilar cultural backgrounds. For education departments, 
universities and schools this means being open to other ways 
of understanding and being in the world, having different 
hairstyles and different ways of expressing oneself in an 
educational space so that concerns of continued colonialism 
in our educational institutions (Fataar & Subreendith 
2015:107) can be quelled.

Care ethics is rooted amongst others, in the writings of 
Gilligan (1982) and Brabeck (2000) in Psychology, Noddings 
(1984/2003) in Philosophy and Social policy (Noddings 
2002b); Politics (Tronto 1993) and Ubuntu (Waghid 2018). 
Developing empathy for others is a fundamental component 
to forming active, curious, capable and caring citizens, says 
Nussbaum (2010:72). But with education’s focus now highly 
premised on neoliberal market arrangements, a ‘crisis of 
care’ has developed (Fraser 2016). 

For Carol Gilligan (1982) an ethics of care is central to 
democratic, inclusive human actions. In her book, In a 
different voice, she contends that caring is a form of human 
attachment (Gilligan 1982:63) according to which humans do 
not act hurtfully towards others. Caring is a relational act 
that is conceptually linked to inclusion. In the context of this 
case, it means that a student educator’s voice cannot be 
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silenced when he or she speaks out when experiencing 
violation and exclusion. 

Educational institutions that care for their students are 
attentive to their students’ concerns. For Gilligan (1982), an 
ethics of care is an ideal relationship in which: 

… Self and others will be treated as of equal worth, that despite 
differences in power, things will be fair; the vision that everyone 
will be responded to and included, that no one will be left alone 
and hurt. (p. 63)

In Nel Noddings’s (1984) work, Caring: A feminine approach to 
ethics and moral education, she argues for practical, relational 
acts of caring in education based on modelling, dialogue and 
recognition. Extending Gilligan’s notion of inclusive caring, 
Noddings (1992:21) added, that caring also recognises the 
mutual part played by the cared-for in ‘an ethic of relation’. 
Modelling, dialogue and recognition form the building 
blocks of her ideas of practical caring (Noddings 1984). This 
implies that we show students that they are being cared for 
by creating caring relations with them. According to 
Noddings (1992:25) recognition links the practice of caring 
to affirmation and encouragement of others. Recognising 
and affirming who students are (historically, culturally, 
economically, politically) in the university- and by extension, 
schools- is vital in re-orientating us toward a better vision of 
ourselves as human beings. In Noddings’ terms, caring is 
thus an act of community underscored by practical acts 
of care.

The Freirean view of care in education is the advancement of 
human rights and the dignity of the people it is supposed to 
serve. As a tool for liberation and a pedagogy of caring, Freire 
agitated for education in which justice and respect for the 
dignity of every person was an ethical imperative (Freire 
2001:59). At the centre of caring for Freire, was the idea that 
communal action between students and educational 
authority ought to prevail. Given the oppression suffered by 
the majority of black people in South Africa, the many 
inequalities remaining and the repeated dehumanising 
experiences black people continue to suffer in the country, a 
Freirean perspective encourages a more humanitarian 
approach. Freirean mindedness requires us to become aware 
of oppressive situations, call them out for what they are and 
actively change injustice.

Tronto (1993:134–135) opined that caring is the moral element 
in responsiveness concerned with vulnerability and inequality 
that belies the myth of citizens always being autonomous and 
potentially equal. To provide ethics of care in an unequal 
education system, responsiveness requires a consideration of 
the other’s position as expressed by them. This implies an 
engagement with others from their standpoint, placing your 
assumptions of their experiences aside. Tronto’s four-phased 
approach to care is useful to consider the potential gaps in our 
educational institutions’ pedagogy of care. Tronto (2014a) 
bemoaned the fact that many theorists regard justice and care 
as separate spheres in which different forms of ethical 

reasoning are applied. Yet the relationship between justice 
and care had been explicated adequately in Moral Boundaries 
(Tronto 1993), which concluded with the assertion that: 

Care is a necessary, though not by itself a sufficient part of our 
account of moral life. To address and to correct … [existing] 
problems with care … requires a concept of justice, a democratic 
and open opportunity for discussion, and more equal access to 
power. (p. 154)

Tronto regarded care as both a standard against which to 
assess ‘how well or how badly care is accomplished in any 
given society’ and a practice that ‘puts moral ideals into 
action’ in that ‘by focusing on care, we focus on the processes 
by which life is sustained, we focus on human actors acting’ 
(Tronto 1993:153). If Tronto’s (2010:32) assertion, that care 
‘starts from the premise that everything exists concerning 
other things’ is to be believed, we must rethink our 
responsibilities of actively caring for student educators to 
protect their dignity during TP. Active caring as a relational 
practice, says Tronto (2015): 

[S]hapes what we pay attention to, how we think about 
responsibility, what we do, how responsive we are to the world 
around us, and what we think of as important to life. (p. 8)

Care-based pedagogical and management approaches in 
educational institutions relate to how people within an 
organisation identify, respond to and take responsibility for 
care (Tronto 1993). Care-based approaches to student 
educators during TP can provide a much-needed balance to 
the current one-dimensional views of them in our universities 
and schools. But caring is also a political act that requires the 
powers that be to acknowledge that there is a difference 
between being right and being just. The school principal could 
be legally right to address staff on any issue, but the way 
he does so in this case (equating the student educators’ hair 
to circus animals) brings into question whether his actions 
were just. Section 9(3) of the Constitution of the Republic of 
South Africa (RSA Act 108 of 1996), indicates that: 

The state may not unfairly discriminate directly or indirectly 
against anyone on one or more grounds, including race, gender, 
sex, pregnancy, marital status, ethnic or social origin, colour, 
sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, conscience, belief, 
culture, language and birth. (p. 6) 

Section 12 confirms that everyone has the right ‘to be free 
from all forms of violence and not to be treated or punished 
in a cruel, inhumane or degrading way’ (RSA 1996:30). 
Furthermore, Section 23 of the constitution also provides that 
everyone has the right to fair labour practices. School rules 
and values are supposed to be based on constitutional rights 
and national education policies and nobody can just make up 
their own rules as it appears to be the case here.

Slote (2007) linked empathetic caring with the recognition of 
pain and vulnerability of someone else and by extension, to 
justice. According to Slote (2007:167–168), social institutions 
are just if they reflect empathetical caring with regard 
to marginalised people and do not turn a blind eye to 
development, intolerance and injustice. Empathetic care 
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towards student educators will go a long way to support 
novice educators’ professional development. 

Human beings are interdependent on one another. To this 
end, Waghid (2018:61) suggested ‘Ubuntu [care] as a more 
humane alternative to uncaring environments’. Ubuntu is the 
African philosophical idea of ‘I am who I am because of others’. 
According to Metz (2007), Ubuntu is the idea that a human 
being can sustain a harmonious relationship with other human 
beings through virtues of compassion, forgiveness, generosity 
and hospitality. The essential idea of a person being and 
becoming because of his or her community was embedded in 
South African societies before Industrialisation and 
modernisation (Mwipikeni 2018). However, he argues, the 
violent immersion of Africa into colonial modernity brought 
about the disappearance of the communalistic sociocultural 
conditions and replaced them with the logic of individualism 
(Mwipikeni 2018:323). The idea of Ubuntu is very relevant as a 
moral framework in current times where society is dominated 
by a politico-juridical order and where neoliberal economic 
systems that promote individualism and unequal distribution 
of wealth continue to marginalise the majority of black 
people. For Waghid, Ubuntu care can affect hospitable and 
hostile encounters that are both respectful and compassionate. 
Moral respect for all, Waghid asserts, is a practice of Ubuntu 
care (Waghid 2018:90) whereby the recognition and 
acknowledgement of others is always prioritised. Dismissing 
people based on cultural, political and ethnic differences, as 
has happened in the incident this study draws on would, for 
him, be ‘an act of remission in the sense that no one can or 
should wish others away or consider others as unworthy’. 

Ubuntu caring provides an opportunity for human beings 
to treat one another with dignity and respect and to aspire 
towards moral actions such as humanness and non-violence 
(Waghid 2018:91). In the face of diminishing care for student 
educators in our universities and schools, Ubuntu caring is 
welcoming one another based on being human. This kind of 
caring can help educational institutions to move beyond 
the strangleholds of colonialism, post-colonialism and 
neoliberal market forces that beset universities and schools. 
Ubuntu caring requires people to engage with one another’s 
cultural, political, socio-economical, and ethnic concerns. If 
this happens, Ubuntu caring offers an opportunity to 
rehumanise societies (Waghid 2018:162) and stimulate 
universities and schools to work towards decoloniality in 
the quest to undermine racism, exclusion, humiliation, 
deforestation and other forms of human and non-human 
injustices. 

Conclusion
A black student educator being chased away from a school 
with a white institutional culture not only reminds us to 
remain vigilant against continued prejudices in education 
but also offers us an opportunity to revisit the implications of 
care for student educators during TP. By working together in 
communities of practice (Wenger 1999), universities and 
schools can create reflective spaces where issues such as hair, 

dress codes and behaviour can be discussed and ironed out. 
Gilligan, Noddings, Freire and Tronto show us the importance 
of ethics of care from various perspectives. Waghid’s Ubuntu 
care offers us another tool to use to move towards a caring 
mentality of respect in our universities and schools. If we 
take the time to reconsider ourselves in relation to others – to 
care again – we stand a better chance of speaking up back 
and disrupting uncaring and unjust practices in education. 
To understand individual lives, however, we need to 
understand the times in which we live and the circumstances 
of other people. If we are going to achieve the kind of future 
we envisage through education, then educational institutions 
must embrace an ethics of care based on shared values. 
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