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1 The use of racial categories is recognised as problematic in the 21st century. However, these words continue to be used in the South African 
context and have some ability to focus social justice interventions. 

2 I use the term neurodiverse here to distinguish children who do not follow the evolutionary norm that neurotypical students do.
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Abstract

Pedagogics is never and was never politically indifferent, since, willingly 
or unwillingly, through its own work on the psyche,  it has 

always adopted a particular social pattern, political line, in accordance 
with the dominant social class that has guided its interests.

L.S. Vygotsky (1997b, p. 348)

This quote from Vygotsky indicates how education functions as a mechanism for political ends. This 
is perhaps most evident in a country such as South Africa where the apartheid regime systematically 
undereducated and marginalised black1 students in schools in a bid to produce workers for the, amongst 
other things, mines. A multicultural society, South Africa has 11 nationally recognised languages, which, 
together with its history of segregation lends itself to the use of cultural historical theory to understand 
the complexities in this society, especially in relation to education. Seeking to overcome the segregated 
education of the past, South Africa embarked in the late 1990s on a move towards inclusive education, 
where neurodiverse2 and neurotypical children would be primarily included in the same classrooms. It is 
in the notion of inclusion, then, that Vygotsky’s understanding of defectology as entailing a dialectical 
approach to development, that sees development as resulting from how an individual experiences and 
is experienced in social context provides a useful lens for investigating pedagogy. In this paper a model 
of pedagogy for inclusive education is outlined with reference to a single case study of students doing 
their Honour degrees at a university in Cape Town. Findings from 52 students indicate that the model of 
pedagogy outlined in this paper not only facilitates more interaction in a lecture hall but is also useful for 
helping students to access high level concepts.
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Defectology and the South African context

The shifts in the South African educational (and po-
litical) landscape are not dissimilar to the situation that 
Vygotsky faced in 1924 when he left Gomel. Much like 
Moscow in the 1920s, the new democratic dispensation 
in South Africa post-1994 was concerned specifically 
with redesigning education so that it would include all 
children. This change attempted to move the country 
away from a notion of deficit, which in the past had been 
informed by IQ scores showing that Black and White 
children were intellectually different, with Black stu-

dents identified as having sub-optimal IQs, effectively 
pathologizing Black students as developmentally de-
layed (Dubow, 1991). Considering this and against 
a political background of segregation, Black children 
were given inferior education termed ‘Bantu’ educa-
tion, where students were not permitted to learn sub-
jects such as mathematics or science. Similarly, White 
students who were differently abled were sent to ‘spe-
cial’ schools, effectively hidden away from the ‘normal’ 
public. The new democratic dispensation of 1994 was, 
therefore, keen to shift this negative view of students by 
developing a policy of inclusive education for all.
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Резюме

Педагогика никогда не была политически нейтральной, поскольку, 
добровольно или вынужденно, через свою работу над психикой она 

всегда принимала определённый социальный образец, политическую линию 
в соответстви  с господствующим социальным классом, 

который руководил ее интересами.
Л.С. Выготский (1997b: с. 348).

Приведенный фрагмент текста объясняет, как образование может использоваться для достижения 
политических целей. Особенно это заметно в Южной Африке, где во времена апартеида чернокожие3 
студенты были недообучены и маргинализированы, чтобы подготовить их к тяжелой работе, пре-
жде всего работе в шахтах. Южно-Африканская Республика представляет собой многонациональное 
общество, в котором 11 официальных языков и богатая история их разделения, что делает важным 
использование культурно-исторической теории для понимания проблем системы образования. По-
сле окончания апартеида в конце 1990-х годов Южная Африка начала переход к инклюзивному об-
разованию — т. е. к тому, чтобы нейроразнообразные4 и нейротипичные дети учились вместе в одних 
классах. В этом контексте идеи Л.С. Выготского о дефектологии помогают понять развитие человека 
как результат его взаимодействия с обществом и окружающей средой. Это важно для разработки 
методов обучения, которые учитывают социальный опыт каждого человека. В статье предлагается 
модель педагогики для инклюзивного образования на основе исследования студентов магистратуры 
в университете Кейптауна. Анализ данных 52 студентов показывает, что эта модель помогает сделать 
лекции более интерактивными и способствует лучшему усвоению сложных понятий.

Ключевые слова: дефектология; инклюзивное образование; педагогическая модель
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113. https://doi.org/10.17759/chp.2025210309

3 Использование расовых категорий признается проблематичным в XXI веке. Тем не менее, в южноафриканском контексте эти тер-
мины по-прежнему применяются и могут способствовать акцентированию внимания на вопросах социальной справедливости.

4 Мною использован термин «нейроразнообразные» чтобы отличить детей, которые не соответствуют эволюционной норме, прису-
щей нейротипичным студентам.
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The purpose of this paper is to mobilize Vygotsky’s de-
fectology work to understand inclusivity in a multicultur-
al, multilingual context like South Africa. It is important 
to note that Vygotsky’s defectology is not synonymous 
with how we use the term ‘special education needs’ today. 
The field of defectology in Russia in his time encompassed 
the deaf, blind, seriously developmentally delayed, and 
students with speech and language deficits (Petrovsky 
& Yaroshevsky, 1998). Blind and deaf students would, of 
course, be considered neurotypical, while students with 
serious developmental delays or speech and language im-
pairments would be considered neurodiverse in the 21st 
century. What I note here is that defectology was not 
specifically engaged in the study of children who would 
today be found in inclusive classrooms presenting with 
behavioral, mental health, or learning difficulties where 
the etiology of such disorders is found in the social rather 
than the individual. However, the theoretical foundation 
of defectology that locates deficits within a dialectical 
relation between the individual child and the social con-
text certainly provides a basis for this work in inclusive 
education. Indeed, the move to use defectology to de-
scribe learning difficulties, mental health challenges, and 
emotional behavior has developed since Vygotsky’s time 
(Daniels and Lunt, 1993; Smith-Davis, 2000; Malofeev, 
2001; see esp. Smagorinsky (2012) for a discussion on 
mental health and defectology). Specifically, Vygotsky’s 
assertion that how one responds in a social situation to a 
child presenting with a ‘disability’ has a powerful impact 
on the child’s development.

Responding to a child with Down Syndrome, for 
example, as differently abled rather than disabled, in a 
context of care and respect impacts how this child expe-
riences him/herself in the world. A child with DS has no 
notion that there is any kind of deficient functioning un-
til s/he encounters the social realm where people react 
either with respect and care (as Vygotsky would argue 
they should) or treat the person simply as deficient. It is 
in the response from the social realm that development 
unfolds. This understanding of how mediated interac-
tion can positively impact developmental delays informs 
this paper. I note, though, that the current paper deals 
with an inclusive model of pedagogy premised on social 
justice by focusing more on educational delays as barri-
ers to learning that cause developmental delays rather 
than focusing on organic disability.

Inclusion, here, refers both to students who have 
learning/behavioral diagnoses as well as to students who 
are neurotypical but present as learning disabled. In re-
lation to neurotypical students, in contexts where social 
upheaval has led to homelessness, poverty, food insecu-
rity, and violent living conditions, these students simply 
have not had access to the kind of cultural tools needed 
for development. For example, a news item on the radio 
in Cape Town recently reported that 1,600 children in 
the Western Cape province (where this paper is located 
contextually) were admitted to hospital for serious gun-
shot and knife wound-related injuries in October and 
November 2024 (Cape Talk, 26/11/2024; 6:43 a.m.). In 
such a context, the source of a student’s apparent de-

velopmental deficiency is not natural but cultural. For 
example, research (Stewart, 2015) indicates that trauma 
signs and symptoms mimic those of Attention Deficit 
Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). We may well antici-
pate that children who have suffered gunshots or knife 
wounds can present with signs of ADHD and be medi-
cated rather than receiving the requisite help for trau-
ma-related responses: a missed opportunity to intervene 
in a way that is affirming and not pathologizing. This is 
why Vygotsky’s view of special needs as being located 
not solely in the child but in the socio-cultural context 
in which the child is developing is of central interest to 
countries such as South Africa. The current paper seeks 
to answer two questions:

What can an inclusive, developmental pedagogy look 
like?

How do students experience this type of pedagogy in 
a university setting?

Sociocultural context

Like Russia in the 1920s, South Africans have expe-
rienced monumental changes to their way of life since 
the end of apartheid. While apartheid may be over, the 
historical traces of inequality persist in all aspects of 
South African life, especially in schooling. Locating any 
difficulties with learning or emotional regulation solely 
within an individual child fails to account for the dispa-
rate upbringing, education, and access to cultural tools 
faced by different children in South Africa. The truly 
transformative nature of Vygotsky’s approach to de-
fectology lies, for me, in the positive view of what tra-
ditional psychologists would see negatively as a deficit. 
It is society’s response to differently abled individuals 
that must change, not the individual her/himself. This is 
well captured by Vygotsky’s contention that the educa-
tion of the blind child is “…not so much the education 
of blind children as it is the re-education of the sighted. 
The latter must change their attitude toward blindness 
and toward the blind. The re-education of the sighted 
poses a social pedagogical task of enormous importance” 
(p.86). In an inclusive pedagogy, instead of seeing a child 
as ‘stupid’ or deficient, imagine viewing all children as 
having something to offer the world; a perspective that 
all students can attain knowledge, but some may do so 
faster and others more slowly.

While Vygotsky’s defectology is generally used to 
discuss children with developmental delays of organic 
etiology, the current paper will focus on neurotypical stu-
dents — many of whom have serious educational delays 
due to poor schooling, violent contexts, mental health 
issues, sometimes social dislocation (as youngsters), and 
poverty. While the model of pedagogy outlined here is 
used with neurotypical students, I will argue that this 
model can be equally effective when teaching differently 
abled students — either in schools or in higher educa-
tion. The study reported here is located at a university in 
South Africa. In this institution, depression and anxiety 
levels among students are 45,9%, significantly impacting 
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how students can approach their work successfully (Van 
der Walt, Mabaso, Davids & De Vries, 2020). Even the 
most ardent Western psychologist trained in psychopa-
thology would find it difficult to locate the etiology of 
these disorders solely within individual deficits. When 
almost half of the student body suffers from anxiety and 
depression, the causes must lie in the dialectical relation-
ship between individual and social context — demanding 
a pedagogical model capable of reaching and teaching all 
students.

The Teach-Assess-Teach model of pedagogy

The model of pedagogy described in this paper draws 
on the work of Vygotsky (1986), Hedegaard (1998; 
2020), Craig (1996), and Wood et al. (1976). For Vy-
gotsky (1986), the only pedagogy that is useful is that 
which moves ahead of development, working on what 
he refers to as ‘buds’ of development. In this pedagogical 
praxis, learning leads development through the guidance 
of a culturally more capable other in a unique social space 
called the zone of proximal development (ZPD), where 
abstract concepts — initially external — are internalised 
by the novice. These abstract concepts, Vygotsky (1986) 
calls scientific concepts, and they are decontextualised, 
abstract in nature, and can only be acquired through 
teaching. Conversely, although dialectically entailed, 
everyday concepts are those concepts that the child 
uses to make sense of the abstraction being taught. For 
knowledge to develop, one needs scientific and everyday 
concepts to be intertwined in the developmental process. 
A scientific concept alone is hollow and devoid of sense 
for the child; while the everyday concept provides sense 
to the scientific concept, the scientific concept comes 
fully into conscious awareness through the everyday, 
and this leads to the acquisition of a meaningful concept. 
How exactly one intertwines these concepts in develop-
ment is outlined in Hedegaard’s double-move, where “…
the teacher guides the learning activity both from the 
perspective of general concepts and from the perspec-
tive of engaging students in ‘situated’ problems that are 
meaningful in relation to their developmental stage and 
life situations” (Hedegaard, 1998:120). The engagement 
in discrete tasks in classrooms can be facilitated, I argue, 
using scaffolding — a form of task-related methods for 
engaging students in a lesson (Wood et al., 1976).

A brief caveat, however: scaffolding is not mediation; 
while mediation is geared toward development, scaffold-
ing is aimed at discrete tasks (Smagorinsky, 2020). A 
scaffold can be seen metaphorically as a scaffold used in 
building; as the building becomes more stable, the scaf-
folds are removed. So too in a teaching situation: when the 
student becomes more proficient in problem solving, the 
scaffold for a specific task is withdrawn. Scaffolding is not 
a Vygotskian term and is not related to development — as 
mediation is — because it takes place in real time during a 
lesson, while mediation unfolds over a series of lessons and 
over time. For the purposes of the model I have developed, 
though, scaffolding can be used to engage students in dis-

crete tasks during single lessons. The types of scaffolding 
one can use take the form of recruitment, demonstration, 
direction maintenance, frustration control, and reduction 
in degrees of freedom. These pedagogical tools are useful 
for completing tasks in a lesson and form part of the teach-
ing used in the Teach-Assess-Teach (TAT) model I out-
line in this paper.

The TAT model of pedagogy owes much to the work 
of Craig (1996) and her colleagues at the former Natal 
University in the 1990s. Tasked with opening access 
to the university for students who were previously de-
nied access, the Teach-Test-Teach (TTT) programme 
sought to afford students’ access to university through 
a structured programme. While the TAT model is con-
cerned with inclusive pedagogy and not with access per 
se, much of the logic of the TTT programme is useful 
in classroom contexts. For Craig (1996), for students 
to acquire knowledge, they needed to develop the abil-
ity to metacognitively reflect on their own approach to 
knowledge. This requires that the student can distance 
themselves from the opinions and beliefs they hold and 
develop arguments based on evidence drawn from reli-
able sources. This, in turn, requires that students can 
judge what counts as valid evidence by appreciating the 
disciplinary norms and epistemic weight underpinning 
the evidence they draw from — say — journal articles 
(Muller, 2014; Craig, 1996). A student must be able to 
step out of their everyday understanding to deal with 
novelty. Assessment in the TAT model is continuous and 
serves the function of ascertaining what students know 
and what they still need to know. Importantly, feedback 
is elaborated, and what counts as a valid answer is set 
by disciplinary norms. Pace is determined more by the 
students than by the teacher, with control over pace ly-
ing more with the students than with the teacher. Stu-
dents are required to engage in dialogue during lessons, 
and questioning is encouraged. The focus on dialogical 
interaction as important in learning is well established 
in the literature (Lefstein & Snell, 2013; Khun, 2018; 
Howe, Hennessey, Vrikki & Wheatley, 2019; Dessingue 
& Wagner, 2025). Very specifically, the focus of dia-
logue is on developing what Mercer and colleagues refer 
to as exploratory talk that is representative of reasoning 
(Mercer & Wegerif, 2002; Mercer & Dawes, 2008; Mer-
cer, Wegerif & Major, 2019). Figure 1 presents a graphic 
depiction of the TAT model.

As can be seen in Fig. 1, the first step in this model 
is to create cognitive conflict in the student. Motiva-
tion, for me, draws much on Piaget’s work where dis-
equilibrium forces a student/child to seek resources to 
overcome dis-ease. In this way, motivation is not exter-
nal but internal and is driven by an uncomfortable dis-
equilibrium that must be overcome for the student to 
learn. While external motivation, such as praise or an 
interesting hook to start a lesson, is useful in learning 
(all learning requires motivation), I argue that external 
motivation is transient and does not ensure that a stu-
dent stays engaged in what unfolds in the lesson. Once 
the student is motivated to learn, the teacher can begin 
teaching using the double-move, situating the abstract 
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concepts being taught in the situated lived experiences 
of the students. Scaffolds such as questioning can serve 
to keep engagement on specific tasks. Assessment is then 
used as a mid-point in teaching to ascertain what the 
students know and what they still need to learn. This 
knowledge informs the next round of teaching. Teaching 
unfolds in a space that is characterised by respect and 
an ethics of care. Here, an ethics of care recognises the 
unique student and what they bring to the lesson and 
adopts a moral stance towards teaching/learning, recog-
nising that learning is about both cognitive and affective 
development. It is difficult to appreciate how a student 
could learn in a space where they feel threatened or un-
able to voice their own opinions. Pacing is controlled by 
the teacher but loosely so, enabling students to move at a 
pace that enables them to learn. Feedback here is elabo-
rated, and what counts as a valid answer — in regard to 
disciplinary norms — is outlined. Students are encour-
aged to provide reasons for their answers, whether right 
or wrong, and questions such as ‘how’ and ‘why’ provide 
the impetus for discussion.

In the study reported in this paper, students are 
learning about theories of development; very specifically, 
in this paper, they are required to engage with Piaget’s 
notions of assimilation and accommodation. To create a 
space of cognitive conflict, students are given 30 seconds 
to look at Fig. 2 below and then given 30 seconds to rep-
licate this diagram. This task seeks to challenge them as 
they are required both to solve this figure and to indicate 
how they remember it.

It is impossible for a human brain to remember all the 
elements of this diagram without some kind of cogni-
tive structure to do so. There are simply too many ele-
ments for the brain to remember. When asked how they 

remembered the diagram, some students indicated they 
used their everyday concepts; the diagram looks like a 
house with a roof and an aerial. Almost everyone remem-
bers the cross because it is a religious symbol that has dif-
ferent meanings for different religious groups. Everyday 
concepts alone, however, are insufficient to remember 
this diagram; three central abstract concepts are needed 
to do so: an understanding of shape, colour, and num-
ber. Students often express surprise that they had used 
these abstract concepts to remember the diagram be-
cause they did so unconsciously — that is, in a fossilised 
manner and without reflecting on it, as these concepts 

Fig. 1. TAT model

Fig. 2. Hardman’s conceptual image
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are deeply embedded in their understanding. Once stu-
dents were motivated to engage with the teaching, the 
lesson proceeded to introduce Piaget’s (1976) notions 
of assimilation and accommodation. These concepts are, 
themselves, imbued with cognitive conflict because they 
do not resemble what is meant in English by these terms, 
forcing students to discuss among themselves what these 
concepts can mean to them. This part of the lesson was 
conducted through group work during which students 
discussed the concepts and provided examples — exam-
ples they could share with the class — of these concepts.

Methodology

This study adopts a case study design within an in-
terpretivist paradigm. A case study is useful for in-depth 
analysis that focuses on how something happens in the 
context. As this paper addresses a question that requires 
interpretation, the study is located within an interpre-
tivist paradigm. The theoretical basis for this paper, 
cultural-historical theory, lends itself well to an inter-
pretivist paradigm.

The students
A group of students registered for an honours course 

in Education at a large university in South Africa vol-
unteered to take part in this study. There were 52 post-
graduate students who took part in this study, with an 
average age of 36 years and a range from 24 to 56 years. 
Forty-eight students were in-service teachers, and the 
remaining four students were not teachers. Thirty of the 
in-service teachers were primary school teachers, and 18 
were high school teachers. The four students who were 
not teachers were unemployed and studying full-time 
towards an honours degree. Of these four students, three 
were male and one was female. The lecturer (who is also 
the researcher) is a white female who has been teaching 
at the university for just over two decades. This mod-
ule introduces students to theories of development and 
learning, beginning with the work of Piaget, which is 
the focus of this paper. The module runs for 12 weeks, 
with sessions once a week lasting 2 hours. Students are 
usually assessed by means of a single essay at the end of 
the module. In this group, however, given that it tests 
a novel pedagogy, students were awarded marks for en-
gagement in discussions throughout the module. This 
constituted 20% of their final mark, with the essay ac-
counting for the other 80%.

The study took place at a large university in the 
Western Province of South Africa. This university has 
approximately 5000 academics and 26000 students 
across its various campuses. Demographically, the stu-
dent body is approximately 25% Black African and 22% 
white; the remainder are either from other racial groups 
or are international students.

The lecturer
As the lecturer and researcher in this study, I found 

it important to reflect on my own engagement in this 

teaching/learning space. I am a white woman with 
24 years’ experience in teaching, learning, and educa-
tional psychology. I consider myself to have a distinct-
ly different demographic profile from most of my stu-
dents in this particular study. The privilege (perceived 
and real) entailed in being white in South Africa, given 
its history, is not lost on me. I felt it was important 
to constantly reflect on the asymmetrical power rela-
tions that could easily emerge in this course. This re-
quired giving time and space to group discussions and 
encouraging dialogues, balancing the need for students 
to acquire the correct concepts in the course with the 
need not to completely disregard dialogue that may 
not have been directly on topic. It also required that 
any coding of the work be undertaken by me and an-
other researcher.

Analysis
Data was collected in the form of exit slips, which 

asked students for their opinions on: 1) what aspects of 
this pedagogy worked well, and 2) what did not work 
and could be improved.

Findings and discussion

Students’ perceptions of the pedagogical model
In the final lecture, students were given an exit slip 

to answer two questions: 1) what they liked about the 
pedagogy, and 2) what could be improved in the model. 
Two themes emerged from the data: increased interac-
tion and more accessible content.

Increased interaction
This theme pointed to the fact that students experi-

enced increased interaction in the lessons. Research in-
dicates that interaction in lessons — where students are 
able to gain talk time and engage with each other — is 
optimal for learning (REF).

PT: (36-year-old female primary school teacher) The 
readings and interactive nature of the lectures helped me 
remain engaged.

JS: (25-year-old female high school teacher) XX’s (the 
lecturer) pedagogies were amazing! The examples, con-
tinuous interaction in class, and overall understanding of 
context were very useful for me.

BN: (37-year-old male high school teacher) Learning 
from colleagues and their ideas on how to teach certain 
subjects, as well as the activities, were valuable.

AW: (26-year-old female high school teacher) I think 
engagement is one tool teachers can use to bridge the gap 
between not understanding and gaining knowledge, and 
Prof XX is very engaging.

SB: (35-year-old high school teacher) Interactive les-
sons.

What we can see in the extracts above is students’ ap-
preciation of the interactive nature of the pedagogy used 
in this module. This plays out both in terms of learning 
from colleagues (BN) as well as from the interactive na-
ture of the lectures (PT).
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A second theme that emerged from the exit slips was 
the accessibility of the content covered in the course.

Accessible content
The following are responses to the prompt: What 

worked pedagogically in this course?
JK: (30-year-old male primary school teacher). I thor-

oughly enjoyed this course. Keep being you, Prof. The 
best!!! The readings were hard, but you made them really 
user-friendly. Your explanations of the concepts were so 
clear, and your real-life examples really helped me under-
stand the concepts because I haven’t done any psychology 
before.

MN: (29-year-old female primary school teacher). I 
liked that you used relatable examples to explain concepts. 
This made the work easier to grasp because I could link it 
to something I understand.

SD: (34-year-old high school teacher). The structure 
of how each concept was approached was excellent. Each 
concept led into the next seamlessly and made it easy to 
understand.

IV: (48-year-old male high school teacher). Her meth-
ods are so great that I understood every concept, even 
though I don’t have a psychology background. Every sec-
tion was engaging — that is what works most.

SJ: (30-year-old primary school teacher). I really en-
joyed the teaching process. The explanations/module were 
well explained and easily digestible.

As can be seen above, students found that this peda-
gogy made concepts more accessible by being engaging 
and by using real-life examples to facilitate understand-
ing. Regarding aspects that did not work about this ped-
agogy, students indicated that nothing was problematic; 
however, 7 out of 52 expressed a desire to learn more 
about neurodivergent students.

Conclusion

This paper began as a 21st century pedagogical response 
to Vygotsky’s defectology. The paper outlines a pedagogi-
cal model for inclusive education, where students’ voices 
are included in the co-construction of meaning in an hon-
ours module at a university. The TAT model discussed in 
this paper aims to include students in meaning making, 
through teaching, assessment and re-teaching in such a 
manner that no student is left behind in the class. The pa-
per aimed to develop a model of inclusive pedagogy and to 
describe students’ experiences of this model. Results sug-
gest that the pedagogical model provides students with 
an interactive space and makes the work more accessible. 
This is a small case study, and a caveat needs to be insert-
ed about its generalisability. There appears to be promise 
in this pedagogical model to include the voices of all stu-
dents. However, further research is required in this area.
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