
16More articles at www.aipractitioner.com

Practitioner
May 2018 ISBN 978-1-907549-35-9

Volume 20 Number 2

In this paper, we posit that 
leaders in the development 
sector must have the ability 
and willingness to listen and 
learn. This argument is based 
on the authors’ reflections 
on the lessons learnt from a 
workplace internship program 
where fourteen Monash South 
Africa students were involved 
in a systematic process of 
listening to, collecting and 
documenting the life stories of 
participants in a local grassroots 
development program.

T he need for learning leaders, especially in the development field, is not 

new. Writing on the “irrelevance of [the traditional form of] development 

studies,” Edwards (1989) argued for a shift away from conventional 

approaches that emphasise qualities of modernity, quantification, prediction 

and tidiness to the traditional, non-quantifiable, unpredictable and messy 

participatory approaches. In this paper, we look at how Monash South Africa’s 

(MSA) Development Studies students adopted the learning approach to develop 

their leadership capacities in the context of community development.
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In line with the Appreciative Inquiry (AI) approach to development, this article 

supports the view that learning leaders have great potential for promoting social 

change in poor communities if that learning is facilitated through storytelling 

predicated on “the river of life” approach. This approach posits that, just like a 

physical river, life has various moments: high and low, straight and meandering, 

deep and shallow, turbulent and calm. Learning leaders should be able to obtain 

and understand people’s stories for them to successfully work in and with 

disadvantaged communities.

Defining learning leaders

MSA’s third year Development Studies students are learning leaders in the 

context of a grassroots program in South Africa. We define learning leaders 

as people who are able to “listen and learn from below” (Edwards, 1989, 

126), cooperate with others to create and pursue common goals (Cooperrider, 

Whitney & Stavros, 2008) and discover the very best in human organisations 

and institutions (Meier & Geldenhuys, 2017). Despite their privileged three-year 

training in development studies, fourteen students undertook an internship 

project that required them to learn from the beneficiaries of a community works 

program targeting unemployed and disadvantaged people. The assignment was 

predicated on the principle that no matter how educated development sector 

professionals are, their success is based on how well they acquire knowledge 

about and from the people they are working with and for (European Centre for 

the Development of Vocational Training, 2011).

Background: Involved partners, Appreciative Inquiry and storytelling

Involved partners

The ideas raised in this case are a result of the partnership between three 

players, namely Siyakholwa Development Foundation (SDF), MSA and Heartlines. 

SDF is a public benefit organisation whose mission is to alleviate poverty by 

Learning leaders have great 
potential for promoting social 
change in poor communities 
if that learning is facilitated 
through storytelling 
predicated on ‘the river of life’ 
approach.

MSA students at Siyakholwa

AI Practitioner, May 2018, Hodza and Rowe: Learning Leaders in Grassroots Programs



18More articles at www.aipractitioner.com

Practitioner
May 2018 ISBN 978-1-907549-35-9

Volume 20 Number 2

creating and managing sustainable projects that facilitate job creation and 

develop vibrant, healthy communities. MSA is a private higher education 

institution in South Africa located in Ruimsig in Roodepoort. The third partner, 

Heartlines, is a non-governmental organisation in South Africa that positions 

itself as the centre for values promotion and believes in the power of storytelling 

and positive values to touch hearts and transform human behaviour.

Appreciative Inquiry

The idea of applying AI was suggested by one of the directors of Siyakholwa 

who was exposed to this approach after meeting with David Cooperrider in 

Johannesburg at the World Appreciative Inquiry Conference in 2015. AI is 

“a method for studying and changing social systems (groups, organisations, 

communities) that advocates collective inquiry into the best of what is in order 

to imagine what could be, followed by collective design of a desired future state 

that is compelling and thus does not require the use of incentives, coercion or 

persuasion for planned change to occur” (Kessler, 2013, p.1).

Storytelling

At the core of AI is storytelling – the process of narrating events, processes and 

experiences. Stories enable people to make sense of their constantly changing 

lives and experiences (Smith, 2017). We examined the reflections of MSA 

students on the stories they obtained and how these narratives reflect learning 

among leaders within SDF at various levels in the implementation of EPWP.

Methodology

As part of their internship, MSA Development Studies students engaged in a 

systematic process of listening to, collecting and documenting the life stories of 

Siyakholwa’s EPWP beneficiaries for two months, from 18 August to 20 October 

2017. Using the river of life approach, each student collected and recorded 

everyday life stories of four beneficiaries of the EPWP on a weekly basis. The 

river of life approach posits that, just like a physical river, life has various 

moments: highs and lows, straights and meanderings, deep and shallow and 

turbulent and calm. MSA students, as learning leaders, captured the flow of 

life in the lives of EPWP beneficiaries in order to establish how their lives were 

changing or not changing. A total of 56 beneficiaries and fourteen students were 

involved in this process.

The next section presents what MSA Development Studies students achieved 

through storytelling the heart of AI.

MSA students with one of the Directors at Siyakholwa
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Learning leaders: Students achievements

The process of collecting, recording and reporting stories of beneficiaries based 

on the principles of AI gave MSA students a deep understanding of the nature 

and richness of life in the targeted communities. One student said, “I never 

understood the nature and richness of life in this community. All I thought 

was that they were poor and in need of help from outside. By working in this 

community, I learnt that the people in the slum settlements are innovative 

and have ideas to help themselves. All they need is support in the form of 

initial capital to run their own self-help projects.” This statement was made 

by a student working on a youth employment community project. The student 

succeeded in this project because he was open to learning about the community. 

He gained understanding of the community through listening to and engaging 

with unemployed young people in the community with the goal of learning about 

them and their environment.

The ability to listen and learn from the targeted communities enabled the 

students to recommend new and innovative youth-led community self-help 

projects for SDF such as vegetable and maize planting, compost making, 

vermiculture and nursery operations. This occurred because the students were 

open to learning despite being in a position that is traditionally perceived as 

one of power, influence and privilege by various grassroots community actors. 

Thus, listening to, collecting and documenting the personal life stories of EPWP 

beneficiaries enabled MSA Development Studies students to discover that there is 

no leadership and development without learning.

The students fathomed that social change occurs when it is driven by people 

who have the capacity to learn, unlearn and relearn in every situation – what we 

are calling learning leaders in this article. This position is supported by Toffler 

(1970) who clairvoyantly predicted that the illiterate in the twenty-first century 

would not be those who could not read and write, but those who were unable 

to learn, unlearn and relearn. Hence, leaders in community programs should 

have the ability to adopt ideas that work, discard those that do not work (even if 

they used to work or are working in a different context) and re-adopt previously 

abandoned ideas that may be applicable in new situations.

New identities of entrepreneuriality

Students also learnt that when both leaders and followers collectively reflect on 

their stories in the context of AI, their confidence to challenge their situations 

and pursue better lives is enhanced. One student observed that “narrating 

and collectively assessing the journey travelled within the community enabled 

everyone to see [learn] that their situations and difficulties were not permanent 

or fixed”. Efforts to transform the social conditions of inequality, lack and 

By working in this community, 
I learnt that the people in 
the slum settlements are 
innovative and have ideas to 
help themselves. All they need 
is support in the form of initial 
capital to run their own self-
help projects.
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deprivation were generated collectively. The co-learning that took place among 

Development Studies students and the local people led to the rejection of poverty 

and the creation of new identities of entrepreneurialism.

Rather than waiting for help from elsewhere, local people began to develop 

unique and innovative projects such as vermiculture. Vermiculture entails 

using worms to decompose organic food waste and turning the waste into a 

nutrient-rich material capable of supplying necessary nutrients to help sustain 

plant growth (Edwards, Arancon and Sherman, 2011). The vermiculture project 

promotes healthy and organic agricultural production. It is simple, effective, 

convenient and noiseless. It saves water, energy, landfills, and helps rebuild the 

soil. The worms’ ability to convert organic waste into nutrient-rich material 

reduces the need for synthetic fertilisers.

AI application of storytelling also helped to inculcate a sense of humility in the 

students. For example, after listening to other students’ presentations of their 

reflections on the internship work, several students indicated that they had 

learnt valuable lessons on how to improve the EPWP in the region. This shows 

that learning for leaders can occur anywhere, anytime – and continuously. 

Leaders should never stop learning. Learning gives life and sustainability to 

community development initiatives. Asked to assess the effectiveness of the 

EPWP, one community development intern said, “the EPWP is effective as both 

community facilitators and beneficiaries learn and collaborate with each other.” 

Thus, the ability to learn from and collaborate with various stakeholders in the 

development process is quintessential to the creation and actions of learning 

leaders in community programs. AI involves collaboration and, through the 

storytelling, binds groups together, enforces common values and creates a sense 

of identity and cohesion.

The importance of storytelling in grassroots development

The importance of storytelling in the context of grassroots development and 

life in general cannot be overemphasised. For instance, McMahon and Watson 

(2013) observe that storytelling allows for identities to be crafted in contextually 

and culturally sensitive ways. In the same vein, Gottschall (2013) argues that 

storytelling makes us human. He says stories, like language and abstract thought, 

distinguish human beings from animals. He posits that the species homo sapiens 

has an innate psychological predisposition to tell stories that is biologically and 

culturally rooted. Stories are the “universal grammar” of all humans (2013, p. 55).

Central to Gotschall’s argument is that learning and stories are inseparable. This 

thinking led Mitchell to contend that “stories carry a tremendous responsibility 

[although] not enough attention is being paid to their value” (Mitchell, 2005, 

Learning gives life and 
sustainability to community 
development initiatives.
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p. 634). While this is true, Bell and Morse (2007) caution us to be careful with 

storytelling because stories arise from and reflect a dominant mindset. They 

range from factual to fictional. For example, some beneficiaries in the EPWP 

tended to exaggerate their suffering in order to maximise their chances of 

receiving support from the SDF. This constitutes what are called “development 

narratives” (Dyll-Myklebust, 2014).

These narratives reveal people’s successes, strengths and positive aspirations 

in life. They allow for poor people at the grassroots level to participate in 

constructing the way in which their world is understood and acted upon. Dyll-

Myklebust argues that narratives allow for people’s ontology (ways of being) 

and epistemology (ways of knowing) to be acknowledged in the development 

space. She notes that “listening to and recording the narratives of the local 

communities who are impacted by development result in holistic understanding 

of the pros and cons of an initiative” (2014, p.522).

The EPWP internship provided MSA Development Studies students an 

opportunity for them to exercise their role as learning leaders. AI enabled 

students and community members to develop an appreciative rather than a 

domineering mindset.

The partnership between SDF and MSA’s Department of Development Studies is 

based on the belief that the development field requires learning leaders who are 

able to listen, understand, document and act based on the stories that the people 

tell them. Stories foster the participation of poor people in identifying their own 

problems, priorities and solutions. Hence, development leaders must have the 

MSA students working in the community with 
children
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ability and willingness to listen and learn from people’s stories. By so doing, 

these stories become relevant to people’s needs.

Throughout this paper, we have argued that learning, understanding and action 

based on AI are key to kick-starting and sustaining long lasting social change at 

the grassroots level from an appreciative mindset.
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