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ABSTRACT 

Leadership training at institutions of higher learning typically foreground theories of leadership, 

predominantly as taught content. These programmes, however, are not premised on a context of 

deep division, inequality and hurt. Understanding this context is crucial for leading change in post-

apartheid South Africa. The UP GIBS Nexus Leadership Programme uses an innovative and 

transformative pedagogy for leadership training. This represents an alternative paradigm because 

the programme prioritises learning about oneself and one’s beliefs over a taught curriculum. This 

leadership programme was specifically designed to equip leaders for the post-apartheid South 

African context. This article discusses findings from a qualitative study of the Nexus Leadership 

Programme which reveal profound learning at a personal level and an undoing of perspectives 

garnered from South Africa’s divided past. Data were collected from programme participants and 

programme managers, and reflections are explored via the lens of transformative learning theory. 

The themes generated from the data relate either to the nature of learning as experienced by the 

participants or to the need for unlearning prior meaning perspectives on race.  

Keywords: experiential learning, leadership, personal transformation, transformative learning 

 

INTRODUCTION 
How do leaders become aware of the baggage they carry and how this may constrain their 

leadership and lives? Understanding this process is part of the vitally important transformative 

learning needed for leading change in the context of a divided South Africa. “All of a sudden 

you are free and your baggage is gone. It has made me a light traveller”, are the reflections of 

a participant of the Nexus Leadership Programme. These reflections highlight the sudden 

realisation of shackles being loosened and, in becoming a “light” traveller, the participant is 

freed from carrying burdens imposed on her by apartheid’s boundary-defined past in South 
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Africa.  

Globally, leadership training at institutions of higher learning typically focuses on a 

curriculum based on the theories and practices of leadership through taught content. In South 

Africa this, too, is the case, but at a few higher education institutions (HEIs) and business 

schools there is a focus on the person in leadership and their context. In addition, there have 

been moves in South Africa to professionalise education management and leadership since 

1996 (Van der Westhuizen and Van Vuuren 2007) and a variety of programmes have been 

formulated to help with leadership development in educational settings (Collett and Green 

2017; Naicker and Mestry 2016; Van der Westhuizen and Van Vuuren 2007). These 

programmes, too, foreground theories and models of leadership (see, for instance, Albertyn and 

Frick 2016, 18). However, in a call to shift to innovative ways of teaching leadership skills and 

sharing of knowledge, Albertyn and Frick (2016, 12) highlight the importance of context and 

collaboration in the process of developing leadership. The Nexus Leadership Programme 

(hereafter also referred to as Nexus), situated in the Gordon Institute of Business Science at the 

University of Pretoria, is such a case which exemplifies the importance of context by helping 

leaders recognise and deal with their baggage in collaborative dialogue with others, in preparing 

them to surface and revise unexamined perspectives. In such a context, how people make sense 

of the world and how they act in the world in general and as leaders is significantly shaped by 

the perspectives developed in the past. Learning about leadership thus has to be accompanied 

by deep and critical reflection on one’s perspectives and how these perspectives have been 

shaped by a past of fracture and hurt.  

For Walker (2017), learning about self is more important than learning content from a 

curriculum. Education is “fundamentally about self-awareness, being present, and radically 

accepting the present moment, including our emotional state; it allows us to harness the power 

of the affective to help us better able to learn” (Walker 2017, 370). The role of emotions and 

relationships becomes crucial in such learning. There is insufficient scholarship of leadership 

learning of this type and in contexts of deep and painful division.  

Burns (2015, 261), writing on teaching and learning about sustainability, notes that to 

bring about the necessary changes in how people understand issues of sustainability and how 

to respond to this new understanding requires a “move beyond traditional styles of education 

in which individuality, intellectual rigor, rationality, and transfer of knowledge are privileged 

in the educational process”. In a similar fashion, Fotaki and Prasad (2015) concur with Burns’s 

view about the foregrounding of individuality, rationality and taught content, particularly 

within business schools. They go further to say that it is the very content taught in business 

schools that “is weak in acknowledging pre-existing social differences” and which gives rise to 
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a lack of “sense of social embeddedness and connectedness with the range of individuals and 

communities who are affected by business activities” (Fotaki and Prasad 2015, 558).  

Nexus stands out for its teaching approach which focuses on both social embeddedness 

and connectedness, particularly in response to South Africa’s developing democracy, which is 

still dealing with past differences defined predominantly by race and class. As the recent Covid-

19 pandemic has highlighted across the globe, these differences continue to impact the poorest 

and marginalised in all societies.  

 

THE CONTEXT: THE NEXUS LEADERSHIP PROGRAMME  
Despite South African government-led initiatives (Republic of South Africa 2003, 2014) to 

redress disparities in employment and eliminate demographic distortions, a comparison of 

Black African and Whites in the private sector in management positions highlights these 

disparities, particularly in top leadership positions. Seventy-eight per cent of economically 

active participants (EAP) are Black of which 10,7 per cent are in top management, and 15 per 

cent in senior management. By contrast, 9,5 per cent of EAP are White with 72 per cent 

occupying top management positions and 63 per cent in senior management (Republic of South 

Africa 2016/2017).  

Vassilopoulou et al. (2013, 19) go further to note that the White minority acts to “entrench 

and protect their institutional power in corporate South Africa”. Although Black managers and 

leaders are indeed appointed into leadership positions within organisations, lack of skills and 

experience are further compromised through actions such as undermining decisions made by 

these leaders, reinforcing imposter syndrome, co-opted silence, and a helplessness to address 

the status quo: what Vassilopoulou et al. (2013) call “empowered powerlessness”. Bosch et al. 

(2015, 421) highlight “the need to undo the deep racial and gender inequalities that were 

entrenched in societies and in organizations during apartheid.” 

Although the South African government has measures in place to deal with discrimination 

“in reality the workplace can be a contested space marked by resistance, non-compliance, 

exclusion, prejudice and racism” (Spooner 2018, 7). 

Nexus is an innovative programme which represents an alternative paradigm of a 

leadership programme at an institution of higher learning. The programme prioritises learning 

about oneself and one’s beliefs over a taught formal body of knowledge. A further 

distinguishing feature of the programme is its deeply experiential and dialogical pedagogy. 

Nexus was specifically designed to equip leaders for a post-apartheid South Africa. Apartheid, 

which ended formally in 1994 with the establishment of a politically democratic South Africa, 

deliberately separated people by race and space. In post-apartheid South Africa these 
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separations continue socially and economically, with high levels of mistrust evident between 

groups of people, largely based on race or class. Learners at public schools, particularly in rural 

areas, continue to be largely drawn from one population group, given that spatial divides have 

not changed significantly. Many students entering HEIs may experience interacting with those 

from other race groups and cultures for the first time. 

Perspectives based on past experiences continue to be established and perpetuated in 

today’s South Africa. For all leaders having to navigate a transforming society, it becomes 

imperative that these leaders are equipped to lead well (Naicker and Mestry 2016; Van der 

Westhuizen and Van Vuuren 2007), but furthermore to lead a fractured society well. When 

prompted to reflect on their learning during their year on the programme, many participants 

responded by contrasting this learning about leadership with a more formal understanding of 

learning gained through their prior university studies. Race and identity are predominant 

concerns tackled by many participants during Nexus. Emerging themes include how changing 

perspectives impact the lives of some participants, leading them to explore new ways of active 

citizenship or connection to their fellow humans.  

Participants of the Nexus Leadership Programme are exposed to the larger South African 

societal context through an experiential learning approach. The 8-month programme includes 

learning journeys, focused dialogue sessions in working groups, a weekend retreat, projects that 

integrate learning with applications of dialogic principles, and seminars with influential citizens 

and leading thinkers. The features of the programme are summarised in Table 1.  

 
Table 1: Nexus Learning Approach (Nexus 2017) 
 

Features of Programme What this is Who Why 
Learning journeys Day-long field trips Communities, 

government and 
business initiatives and 
historical sites 

To become aware of 
assumptions and biases in 
preparation for subsequent 
dialogue 

Guest speakers Personal and direct 
engagement with leaders 
during learning journeys 

State, business and 
social sector leaders 

Gain personal insights from 
leaders who have practical 
experience of issues under 
discussion. 

Dialogue Monthly small group 
meetings, called Working 
Groups 

Nexus participants and, 
during early phase of 
programme, Dialogue 
Coaches 

Dialogue in order to gain 
new insights and ideas, and 
to deepen understanding. 

Retreat Day and a half off-campus 
retreat 

Nexus participants Develop greater self-
awareness and deepen 
understanding of authenticity 

Community Learning 
Project 

Day long interaction with a 
community not normally 
encountered 

Communities  Applying learning from 
Nexus in a community 
context 

Assessment Tasks or assignments Nexus participants Practical application of 
learning and reflection on 
experience 

Weekly provocations Emails that encourage on-
going reflections and 

Programme Management Reflections on issues and 
themes raised during 
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Features of Programme What this is Who Why 
application of learning programme 

 

Pedagogically, there is an emphasis on storytelling, the practices of dialogue (listening, 

suspending judgement, voicing and respecting), and reflection through assignments, projects 

and dialogue in working groups. In our discussion of the themes, we will reflect on the 

pedagogy but here it is worth noting that the practice of dialogue, as understood in the milieu 

of Nexus is distinct from a common sense understanding of dialogue. Dialogue, from the 

perspective of Nexus, is understood to happen only when all participants consciously enter into 

dialogue, most often during their working group interactions, and when all participants have an 

understanding of the principles of dialogue. 

A hallmark of the programme is its focus on diversity. Diversity matters because as 

DiTomaso, Post and Park-Yancy (2007, 475) note “individuals give social significance to the 

categories or groups they associate with certain people. ... diversity implies group-based 

inequality that is relatively stable but nevertheless subject to potential challenge.” In the Nexus 

programme, participants are able to explore how and why there are relationships of power 

associated with certain groups of people. 

Race is a significant marker, given that apartheid classifications of race continue to shape 

identities and relationships amongst participants. As noted by Gibson (2015), it is common 

practice in South Africa to use four race categories, that of Black (African), Coloured (Mixed), 

Indian (Asian) and White (European), and this article uses these categories too. Race and gender 

too have been central in either privileging or subjugating groups of people, and often lie at the 

heart of debates of what it means to be South African in the new democracy. 

This article discusses findings from a study of the UP GIBS Nexus Leadership Programme 

which reveal profound learning at a personal level and an undoing of meaning perspectives, as 

reflected in the quotation in the opening paragraph. Data gathered through interviews with the 

programme managers, focus group discussions with past participants and members of a working 

group (defined in the next section) point to the difficulties and discomfort participants 

experienced during the Nexus programme when forced to reflect on their assumptions. As part 

of ethical teaching practice, the programme management team has measures in place for safety 

and support for participants. Four key themes are discussed, these being taking risks, critical 

reflection and disorientations, learning through relationships, and changing perspectives of 

race. Metaphors of journey and space being redefined abound in the data.  

The reflections and learning of Nexus participants are explored via the lens of 

transformative learning theory (Mezirow 1981, 1990, 1998, 2000a, 2000b). “Transformative 
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Theory [sic] deals with how individuals may be empowered to learn to free themselves from 

unexamined ways of thinking that impede effective judgment and action” (Mezirow 1998, 72) 

and the quote in the opening paragraph, “all of a sudden you are free and your baggage is gone” 

speaks powerfully to this. 

 

 

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE: TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING THEORY 
The central concept in transformative learning theory is that adults learn by transforming their 

meaning perspectives. In this study one powerfully changed meaning perspective reported by 

the Nexus participants resulted in a revision of relationships with people to become more 

accepting of those of another gender, race, culture, class and sexual identity. Meaning 

perspectives are psychological and cultural assumptions which frame the way we think, feel 

and act. An inability to transform perspectives constrains the way we live and relate to others. 

Perspective transformation, a “central function of adult education” (Mezirow 1981, 65) is 

understood “as a quest for meaning by which to better understand ourselves and to anticipate 

events” and “the process of becoming critically aware of how and why the psychocultural 

assumptions has [sic] come to constrain the way in which we perceive our world, of 

reconstituting that structure in a way that allows us to be more inclusive and discriminating in 

our integration of experience and to act on these new understandings” (Mezirow 1985, 22).  

Mezirow identified a type of learning that emerges when people are confronted by certain 

dilemmas or life crises, a matter that cannot be resolved “by simply learning more about them 

or learning how to cope with them more effectively” (Mezirow 1978, 101). Later, he (Mezirow 

1981, 65) was to term this a disorienting dilemma: “a sudden insight into the very structure of 

cultural and psychological assumptions which has limited or distorted one’s understanding of 

self and relationships”. Walker (2017, 370), citing Palmer, offers the view “that authentic, deep, 

and transformational learning necessitates a journey of self-discovery. This is how we learn 

from ‘disorienting dilemmas’ (Mezirow 1991) and are able to ‘learn from the experiences we 

learn from’.” In the findings section we discuss how participants referred to their disorienting 

dilemmas as disorientation or disruption or disconnection. 

Mezirow considers the most significant distinguishing characteristic of adult learning as 

the ability to embark on critical self-reflection. When we become critically reflective, we 

challenge “the established definition of a problem being addressed ... [through] reassessing the 

way we have posed problems and reassessing our own orientation to perceiving, knowing, 

believing, feeling and acting” (Mezirow 1990, 12‒13). We show that while adults indeed have 

the capacity to critically reflect, this is not always habitually done. Some participants felt that 
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they were “forced to” self-reflect, one of the findings of this study. 

The socio-historical context for participants of Nexus is that of a country in transition – 

the new democracy is 25 years old, but deeply held beliefs and half-truths instilled through 

apartheid mean that some people continue to be caught in their own history and to relive it. 

Nexus provides opportunities to confront such half-truths and to self-reflect on why these truths 

are perpetuated. 

Mezirow (1985, 19) drew on the work of Habermas in defining ideal conditions for 

discourse. He states: 

 

“Ideally, participants in a discourse have full information about the matter at issue, they are able 
to reason argumentatively, they can reflect critically about assumptions and premise, and they 
have sufficient self-knowledge to assure that participation in discourse is free from self-
deception.”  

 

Nexus uses self-facilitated dialogue sessions called working groups where the participants are 

free to collaboratively engage in validating discourse. Again, in the findings section reference 

made by a Nexus participant highlights how dialogue allows for critical self-reflection and a 

process of freeing oneself from self-deception. 

While now a major theory in adult education, transformative learning theory has emerged 

from robust critique and continuing development in response to critique. A key aspect of this 

was that learning in the early version of the theory was seen as largely cognitive and rational 

with little emphasis on the role of the affective domain and the importance of relationships in 

learning (Dirkx 2001; Taylor 2001). In this article we show that the development of trust in 

relationships helps to foster transformative learning. 

 

THE RESEARCH PROCESS: INVITING REFLECTIONS ON LEARNING ON 
NEXUS 
While researching learning in Nexus, data were collected from 20 participants during three 

focus group discussions and interactions during one working group session, each session lasting 

just over two hours. Semi-structured interviews were also conducted with four programme 

managers as well as in-depth interviews with six programme participants. Pseudonyms for 

research participants are used when reporting the data. As stated in the introduction, perspective 

transformation on race emerged as one of the themes, and so the race, as well as the gender, of 

the research participants are reported in Table 2. Focus group discussions comprised those who 

had participated in previous years’ Nexus programmes (hereafter noted as “past participants”) 

who were asked questions that prompted them to reflect on how they understood their learning 
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in Nexus; whereas during the working group the session was self-facilitated and directed by the 

group-members themselves. The working group session that was observed took place on the 

last day of the programme, and was at the invitation of group members. 

All research participants signed an informed consent document, and all were advised of 

their right to withdraw from the research without prejudice. To ensure safe and ethical research, 

during the focus groups, working group and interviews, when I became aware of discomfort or 

distress, I offered to stop or to withdraw. In no instances was that invitation accepted. All 

sessions were audio-recorded and transcribed. The resulting transcripts comprise approximately 

73 000 words. The transcripts were coded inductively and then categorised into several themes. 

The data generated four main themes related to learning. Some reflect the pedagogy of 

Nexus and others link strongly to transformative learning theory. The themes also relate either 

to the nature of learning as experienced by the participants, namely being forced to engage, 

learning through disorientations and critical reflection, and learning through relationships, 

whilst the fourth theme relates to the need for unlearning through changing perspectives on 

race.  

 
Table 2: Participants by data gathering event, race and gender (pseudonyms used) 
 

Name Focus Group (FG)/ 
Working Group (WG) Race Gender 

Ajman FG Black Male 

Avinash FG White Male 

Boss WG Black Male 

Buyani FG Black Male 

Henry WG White Male 

Jann WG White Female 

Joe FG White Male 

Laurie WG Coloured Female 

Leazal FG Coloured Female 

Lerushka FG Indian Female 

Lexie FG White Female 

Luleka FG Black Female 

Mandla FG Black Male 

Ngao WG Black Female 

Niel WG White Male 

Pierre FG White Male 

Pravin WG Indian Male 

Sammy-Jane FG Coloured Female 

Tebang WG Black Male 

Tebatso FG Black Male 
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In this next section we deal with three themes as they relate to transformative learning theory. 

While these themes have been reported using the descriptions participants provided, they each 

relate to key concepts in transformative learning theory.  

 

THE FINDINGS: DISCOMFORT AND COMFORT 
Mezirow described ten “phases of meaning becoming clarified” (2000a, 22), and the experience 

of learning in the Nexus Leadership Programme highlights three key concepts from these 

phases in transformative learning theory. Participants reported feeling “forced to ...”, 

particularly with regard to self-reflection and what Mezirow holds is a critical assessment of 

assumptions; that they experienced disconnections between their understanding of the world 

and what they were experiencing in Nexus, a disorienting dilemma as described by Mezirow; 

and that learning was enabled through the forming of new relationships (another phase of 

meaning-making), particularly with people from other races. 

 

Forced to ... 
One of the most common phrases used by participants is “Nexus forces you to ...”. Six 

participants made statements like this. What they appear to be raising is the provocative and 

disruptive nature of Nexus pedagogy. 

There are three different ways in which participants appear to have felt this provocation. 

For some like Leazal and Joe (an immigrant), it was about being forced to reflect on something 

that they prefer not to reflect on. One sees this in the following two statements: 

 
“That forced reflection was a bit annoying at first. ... It is not something that I do in my everyday 
life, I don’t meditate or sit and think about what maybe happened in the day or sort-of plan ... sit 
and meditate about it, and you are almost forced to do that, there is a discomfort and fidgety 
feeling” (Leazal). 
 
“I have still, but had even more so, a huge prejudice towards Afrikaners as well. I don’t know if it 
just developed since I’ve been here and the interactions that I’ve had with Afrikaners has [sic] just 
been really problematic around race. Nexus actually forced me to deal with it, at least start to deal 
with it. I am still dealing with it” (Joe). 

 
For others like Pierre and Laurie, Nexus compelled them to have difficult conversations. We 

see this when Pierre says, “They kind of put you a bit into a pressure cooker and say, ‘Okay, 

now talk about it’. They kind of forced you to talk about some of the tougher topics.” 

And Laurie says, “I am going to miss this forcing us to get in a room, forcing us to talk 

even when we didn’t want to and always leaving with a lesson”. 

Another important aspect of forced realisation has to do with being aware of, and critically 
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scrutinizing, one’s premises and perspectives (Mezirow 1985). Tebang conveys this new 

consciousness best when he says: 

 

“You can never leave behind what your background is but it doesn’t mean [you] must allow it to 
create that tunnel vision. I think this forces you to see beyond that tunnel vision which I don’t 
think any of us have perfected by any stretch of the imagination, but it is something that is 
consciously there now.” 

 

The language of being forced or compelled is worthy of closer scrutiny. Nexus is a voluntary 

programme in which respectful and open sharing in a non-hierarchical and non-coercive 

manner is encouraged. The ethos of the programme is thus the antithesis of regulated and 

directed learning. So why is there such regular reference to being forced? We believe that this 

language reveals the levels of conscious and subconscious resistance that South Africans have 

developed to engaging with a fractured and painful past. In the normal routine of life, one is 

able to avoid having to reflect and discuss certain topics such as racial and cultural differences 

and values. Nexus, however, invites and provokes engagement with these topics.  

 

Disorientations, disruptions, disconnections 
“There is momentary disconnect between your idea of the world and this new reality that gets 

created. There is a shift. Then you need to reconcile that shift somehow” (Pierre). 

Pierre’s comment ties in with Mezirow’s explanation of learning taking place through 

revised meaning perspectives. Mezirow’s (1981) disorienting dilemma is described by Pierre 

as a “momentary disconnect”. Furthermore, his reconciling of that shift could be explained from 

the theory that some disorienting dilemmas trigger reflections. If these reflections cause the 

person to reflect on premises or paradigms that guide their meaning making and to change these, 

then transformative learning is said to have taken place. Pierre’s use of the phrase “this new 

reality ... gets created” could refer to his revised meaning perspectives. 

For many of the participants there is some form of disruption in how they make sense of 

their world as a result of their involvement in Nexus. These disruptions appear to lie on a 

spectrum from rational and cognitive responses through to experiencing turmoil as existing 

meaning perspectives are revised. Study participants also reported on how these disruptions to 

their understanding had changed the way in which they thought about what was truthful and 

real. 

Words and phrases used when reflecting on their frames of reference, or as Kegan (2000, 

52) notes is “a way of knowing”, include recognition of stereotypes (Buyani, Boss, Joe, Lexi), 

of being stereotyped (Avinash, Pierre), that one’s views are informed by those of one’s own 
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parents or grandparents (Avinash), and that there is a need for working things out for themselves 

(Pierre). At the other end of the spectrum expressions such as challenging (Niel, Pierre, Sammy, 

Lerushka), shaken (Pierre), cognitive dissonance (Pierre), struggle (Sammy), not enjoyed 

(Tebang, Niel ), hard discussions (Laurie, Tebang, Tebatso), heated discussions (Pierre), 

discomfort (Leazal), being thrown into (Mandla), questioning one’s beliefs and values (Pierre, 

Jann), moving out of comfort zones (Henry, Tebang), tested in the crucible, in the furnace 

(Pierre) convey a sense of difficulty in revising their understanding. 

The following quotes are indicative of how experiences and dialogues in Nexus provoked 

“a critical assessment of assumptions” (Mezirow 2000a, 22) through deeper thinking about the 

participants’ previous understanding and how their meaning had been constructed: “so much to 

analyse and realise and understand” (Jann); “left thinking there is a lot we don’t know” 

(Avinash); “she also had to think hard and he had to think hard. Everybody thought” (Pierre). 

These quotes also indicate that this process of thinking deeper about what was previously held 

to be true continues beyond the experience and dialogue.  

Participants reflected that their learning included emotions that Mezirow (2000a, 22) 

expressed as “self-examination with feelings of fear, anger, guilt, or shame”. Some of the 

turmoil experienced when meaning perspectives are disturbed include observations that: “[I’m] 

struggling with something I’ve never really let come forth” (Ngao); “I may not have enjoyed 

some of it but it was good for my learning at that point in time” (Tebang); “It is hard ‘adulting’” 

(Jann); “it [Nexus] took you and shakes you a little bit and now go. ... your leadership traits, 

skills, beliefs are being tested in the furnace, in the crucible” (Pierre). Niel says:  

 
“There are some things I didn’t particularly like, but you had to get through it [the experiential 
learning day] and learn from it and then move forward. I know there were a lot of people who 
complained about some of the days, but I think we all had to learn something.” 

 

This supports the notion that there are moments of great difficulty when grappling with making 

sense of what has been experienced. 

One of the experiential learning days in particular (see Table 1 for a brief description of 

experiential learning days) elicits powerful emotions amongst Nexus participants leading to 

many reports of resultant disorienting dilemmas. The experiential learning day focuses on South 

Africa’s past and is embedded in the stories of the days of apartheid, and also what gave rise to 

the policy of separation amongst races. The final visit of this experiential learning day takes 

place at Vlakplaas. Under the apartheid government, Vlakplaas operated as the home of the 

counter-insurgency unit of the South African Police. Political opponents of the apartheid 

government were tortured, were executed by death squads that made bodies disappear in their 
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own unique ways (De Waal 2013), or were turned into agents for the government. Vlakplaas 

serves as a stark reminder of the atrocities carried out by the apartheid government on those 

opposed to the state. Experiential learning days on Nexus trigger deep reflection and dialogue. 

Pierre says: 

 

“It [Vlakplaas] is a funny place. The hair on the end of my neck still [stands up] ... when I talk 
about Vlakplaas. Now there are funny things that happened at that place. There’s a funny vibe 
there. Then we came back and they say ‘Just talk’. Jeez and guys just talk.”  
 

That space is created for participants to find “new ways for talking” (Wiessner and Mezirow 

2000, 336) can lead to transformative learning. The importance of being able to listen and being 

listened to is described by Mezirow (Wiessner and Mezirow 2000, 337) as “empathic listening 

in discourse.”  

Hersted (2017) describes a process where role-play was used to enhance dialogic and 

relational skills within an organisational setting. She notes that “the role-playing challenges 

were loaded with tensions, reflecting conflict and alienation within the organization itself. I 

viewed these role-playing challenges in terms of what Mezirow (1994) calls disorienting 

dilemmas” (Hersted 2017, 143). Citing Mezirow (1991), she states that “the educator who 

wishes to facilitate transformative learning provides different meaning perspectives” (Hersted 

2017, 144). This stands in contrast to the experience on Nexus where participants provide 

different meaning perspectives on their own and without the educator.  

As meaning perspectives are disrupted, there is a sense that nothing stays the same 

afterwards. Two such reflections come from Jann and Pierre. Jann says, “You can’t un-see what 

you have seen”, while Pierre explains, “they throw you through that wall. Then you get to see 

... once you crash through it you are seeing something else and you are not the same thereafter”. 

In addition, new spaces appear to open up for participants, as revealed in the following 

statements: “I don’t believe that I need to have it all figured out now but I am on a journey and 

that is okay” (Laurie); “I think I have learnt to take that emotion and be comfortable with it. ... 

kind of opened my mind to thinking we are different and it is fine” (Tebang); and, “you actually 

see a different side and you appreciate that more. It changes the way you think about things” 

(Avinash). 

We see again in the preceding paragraph a metaphor of blockage as expressed by the wall. 

Nexus seems to provide a way of getting through these blockages by helping people to reflect 

on how they have come to think about their context. Nexus provides entry and access points 

across boundaries which result in changes in identity. Pierre’s remark that “you are not the same 

thereafter” is about learning to be different. 
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Relationships and learning 
“We sat and broke bread and talked” (Buyani). 

Transformative learning has been shown to depend on the “need for support, trust, 

friendship and intimacy” (Taylor 2007, 187), and our attention now turns to the nature of these 

relationships.  

Nexus participants report on how what they have learnt during Nexus has impacted how 

they interact with colleagues at work, and in their personal lives, and that they have found new 

opportunities for learning about the world in which they live. Some participants link learning 

about practices of dialogue to having an impact on their relationships, others report that learning 

how to form relationships based on trust has helped them revise their meaning perspectives.  

Five participants reported on how the various components of dialogue had improved 

relationships with members of their families. Laurie says: “[using] the practices of dialogue in 

an authentic way ... will strengthen our relationships with our family and how we deal with 

things and problems”, and Henry’s observation is that:  

 
“I made a decision at home ‒ I will make a decision to completely switch off from my job because 
I found that I was listening or engaging after hours with something at work and you bite your kids’ 
head off – so listening to [my family members] –100% focused on that and not 50/50. So, [from] 
a personal perspective that has helped me massively in life.” 

 

For Avinash, he “noticed that I was talking to, for example, my parents differently, where I sort 

of opened up conversations that I had never had with them and I could be more confident in the 

way I spoke about it [a specific topic]”. Tebang’s insight was that being part of Nexus moved 

him “further into your personal space and in my personal relationships as well. It is about having 

those hard conversations with people sometimes that you need to have”. These participants 

have found new ways of engaging with their family members, to the point of feeling that things 

that had previously been unsaid could now be discussed with confidence and courage. 

Other participants reported that their learning came through new relationships that they 

had established with fellow Nexus participants, and others. In fact, being able to form strong 

relationships based on the principles of dialogue had opened new opportunities for many of the 

participants. Boss said that “this Nexus programme taught me the meaning of valuing 

relationships and I do now”, and Niel was able to look beyond differences in people and to 

“listen to people and understand cultures better and understand where people are coming from 

and not just think that my world is the best world and the only world that exists. I think that 

was a key message for me”. It is through forming relationships that are more inclusive of others’ 
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points of views that new learning becomes possible.  

During the closing session of the working groups, Boss said that although it was not easy 

to travel the long distance between his home town and the Johannesburg campus to attend 

Nexus events, and that he had to sacrifice time spent with his own family, “being part of the 

group I learned a lot. I felt home from home”. 

Jann’s reflection about her learning to the group was:  

 

“I don’t think my experience would be like this if it wasn’t for all of you in the room and all of 
you bringing your heart and your honesty and your courage to the table as well, learning from one 
another.” 

 

It is noticeable that Jann does not point to learning though the knowledge and cognition of the 

group members. She highlights the features present that helped to build trust amongst the group, 

and points to the role that affect has had on her learning. Jann’s reflections above support 

Dirkx’s (2001, 65) argument that “as we look at and come to understand our sense-making 

practices in daily life and the ways emotions constitute that practice, we reveal ourselves more 

fully to ourselves and to others”. Jann’s experience of coming to know herself more fully was 

possible because of the “heart”, courage and honesty of the others in her working group. 

 

DISCUSSION: CHANGED PERSPECTIVES AND RELATIONSHIPS  
Learning in Nexus meant that one outcome is that participants were able to revise their 

relationships with those from other cultures and races. In a context of post-apartheid South 

Africa this is a significant shift in one’s meaning perspective: under apartheid forming any kind 

of relationship with a person from another race was not only illegal and forbidden, but also 

deemed unthinkable. Taylor (2000, 306) notes that “relational knowing of transformative 

learning refers to the role that relationship with others plays in the transformative process” 

(emphasis added). Relational ways of knowing is a recent addition to transformative learning 

theory, and in the case of the Nexus programme it is pertinent that not only does relationship 

with others play a role in learning, but the very nature of the relationships is transformed. 

 

Changing perspectives on race 
“There has always been this friction between Black and White because of [the fact that] we 

don’t engage, we don’t talk” (Boss). 

Racism continues to threaten the nation building of South Africa, and indeed threatens its 

very democracy (Soudien et al. 2008). South Africa’s fractured past continues to adversely 

impact relationships between people of different races, cultures, faiths, religion and 
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nationalities. There is currently a draft national action plan (Department of Justice and 

Constitutional Development 2016) intended to deal with various forms of intolerance. Whilst 

socially there may be some sense of control over how people choose to interact with “others”, 

often in the workplace there is limited choice. This is especially significant for those who have 

to exercise leadership at work, whose role now includes leading a fragile and fractured society 

and workplace. It is in this context that Nexus provides a space and place where participants 

from diverse cultures, backgrounds and work sectors can grapple with racial biases and other 

forms of intolerance. Such experiential learning for educational leaders can be particularly 

valuable for allowing them to use their institutions to further such learning to the wider society. 

During Nexus, participants report that for the first time they are able to have conversations 

that they have never been able to access before, and to get to know those from other races and 

cultures. Buyani was part of the first Nexus group in 2002 at a time when South Africa’s new 

democracy was still in its first decade. Reflecting on the conversation during the focus group 

session he said: 

 

“There is a time and space conversation that is here [in the focus group] which is different for 
different people. Maybe in my case everybody wanted to talk to everybody. We [had] just met 
White people. They didn’t exist [before]. We were tolerant.” 

 

Here Buyani is thinking back to a time early in democracy when he felt a tolerance towards a 

more inclusive society. The recent discourse in South Africa, played out through social media, 

is one of mistrust especially along racial lines. 

Buyani, a Black man, recalls that under apartheid people from separate races were kept 

apart to the extent that for him, White people had not previously existed in his world. Avinash 

explains that “in the apartheid country you had [the] White community, [the] Black community 

... all living separately. This programme [Nexus] comes and takes you and throws you across 

each one, breaking down all those walls”. This is a powerful metaphor about how these previous 

and continuing separations have a physical element to them: it is as if walls continue to divide 

society and keep people separated.  

In a study of various undergraduate leadership programmes, Cohen et al. (2013) found 

three practices in the development of leaders, namely “discerning differences and bringing 

those differences into dialogue; revising their sense of themselves and becoming more serious 

students; and revising relationships and creating community” (Cohen et al. 2013, 3‒4). In South 

Africa, it is these very differences between people that Buyani and Avinash highlight, where 

others are only ever seen through because of their differences. Nexus allows for dialogue to 

show that these differences can be broken down in order to revise relationships and create 
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community. 

Some revisions of meaning perspectives come about through dialogic learning. Boss, a 

Black man, states:  

 
“In terms of this thing of [the] Black and White issue which I think is the thorny one in the country, 
we can only realise [what the issues really mean] if only we engage in this debate. Talk about it. 
There has always been this friction between Black and White because of [the fact that] we don’t 
engage, we don’t talk.” 

 

Here Boss reflects on the lack of space to engage and enter into dialogue with people of a 

different race. This lack of opportunity to dialogue and interact has in the past led him to not 

understand the meaning of certain communications with White people, in fact it caused him to 

understand these as insults. He says:  

 
“I personally am grateful that Nexus assisted me for [to develop] tolerance on [of] a different skin 
of [from] mine. I promise you. ... some people have dry jokes and sometimes so-called ‘White 
jokes’ – they can be dry – but you laugh about them because you understand what you mean. It 
has taken me, a darkie, who takes some time to understand.” 

 

It is in this new understanding that we see that Boss’s meaning perspectives have been revised 

to the extent that he now understands the subtlety of the dry jokes, and he has broken down the 

sense of the joke being a slur against him. 

For Pierre, a White man, the revised meaning perspective came through realising that his 

actions could lead to people from other races feeling excluded. He tells the following story:  

 

“... again it was a race issue. It was a race discussion and the one person said, ‘White people will 
never like us being a Black guy’. I said, ‘Why do you say that?’ He said, ‘No, they just don’t like 
us. If you get into a lift [elevator] they will never greet you.’ I said, ‘But we don’t greet other 
Whites either’. We had this whole thing, there is a big cultural thing where people think you are 
rude and we just think, that started to change. I know [now] if I get into a lift with three Black 
guys I will say, ‘How’s it, all right gents?’ If I get into a lift with three White guys I just stand 
there and look at the numbers and then get out.”  

 

Pierre’s awareness of his perhaps previously unconscious habit of not greeting Black people 

has now resulted in him acting differently. He now acknowledges the presence of Black people 

but interestingly does not extend this changed practice to when he is with his own racial group. 

Dave is a long-standing member of the team that facilitates learning on Nexus, as well as 

another leadership programme, Spirit of Youth, for Grade 11 and 12 learners from a selection 

of diverse schools in Gauteng. He notes that part of the systemic issues around race begin during 
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the school years. He says: 

 
“Nexus is a catalyst for change in the sense that you don’t have to change your career, your 
lifestyle, but the way you look at your life and the way you look at this country. Because we know 
that how we look at this country has been informed by our past; now to undo that – even our 
schooling system is not able to do that. You see it in the kids that come to the Spirit of Youth – 
that in fact it is being reinforced [in the schools] – and it is only when they go through the 
programme, which is designed according to Nexus [principles], the way these kids come out and 
are like ‘Wow, I didn’t know, realise that this is what is going on!’” 

 

Dave is in part highlighting a consequence of the lack of diversity in schools. The ability to live 

and work in old comfort zones means that people are not challenged in the way Nexus 

participants report. The idea of being “forced to” in Nexus is perhaps because little else forces 

people to engage.  

 

CONCLUSION: ENABLING LEADERS TO BE CHANGE AGENTS 
The Nexus leadership programme can be seen to shape participants in terms of how they make 

sense of the country and their lives. Perspectives are transformed, relationships and trust across 

previous divisions are built, and new identities formed. Nexus not only guides their leadership 

at work but also in their domestic and community spaces. For those who participate in the Nexus 

leadership programme, the focus lies on learning more deeply about self rather than learning 

more about the concept of leadership. In this way, Walker’s (2017, 370) view that the 

motivation for education should be on developing self-awareness and “radically accepting the 

present moment, including our emotional state” is seen as the lived-experience of learning on 

Nexus, as reported in the data. 

Such powerful experiential learning for leaders of schools, colleges and universities in 

South Africa could bolster a conviction for them to use their institutions as spaces for such 

critical learning on a wider scale, with a concomitant multiplier effect. When more leaders 

experience such transformation, they could become powerful multipliers of such change. The 

report by Soudien et al. (2008) highlights the need for much work in this area but few, if any, 

programmes exist to enable leaders to become these powerful change agents. Nexus provides 

not only insights for what the focus of such a programme should be in terms of its content, but 

also for the pedagogy it uses.  

The data report on the courage and willingness to engage with discomfort expressed by 

the participants, but also that such self-work leads to a freeing of invisible and tenacious 

constraints. It is noteworthy that dealing with hurts and fears is facilitated by the members of 

the group themselves. These participants are exposed to facilitation training, but it is the 
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members of the group who take collective responsibility for their learning. It appears that this 

programme, which encourages its participants to take responsibility for their learning represents 

a truly innovative and transformative approach to learning about leadership.  
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