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Exploring communalism amongst black African students in a visual arts course

This study aims to establish whether the supposed communal concept of self in black African students has an influence on their performance in a predominantly individualistic environment. The theoretical underpinning of the research uses the social constructivist learning theory as a basis. Prior experience has an influence on generating meaning; we cannot divorce our learning from our lives. It is therefore necessary to take into consideration the black African communal background. My interest in this field started with my own experiences of teaching design students in a multicultural environment. The concept of self in a communal structure differs from that in an individualistic structure with regard to how strongly individual identity is anchored in the group. Creativity, such as that assumed in students doing Visual Arts, is normally associated with individualism. Research findings confirm that predominantly communal family structures feature a higher degree of dependence on other people and often even on the ancestors. This should be taken into account when developing course outcomes and material, as well as when dealing with individual students. Motivation, for instance, can be improved by stressing group goals in addition to individual goals. A more familiar learning environment where black African traditions are considered could enhance students’ sense of connectedness. The study collected information through in-depth interviews with a group of four black African students at the Visual Arts department. The study also intends to contribute to the broader discourse of taking Indigenous Knowledge (IK) into consideration for curriculum development in South Africa.

