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Focus of this presentation

• This presentation is about how to use 
Participatory Learning and Action (PLA) 
techniques – with an emphasis on 
moodlines as one specific technology

• The presentation uses the context of 
higher education as an example of a field 
where such techniques can be used to 
add value to assessments and improve 
planning and practices
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Different Views of Higher Education
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The usefulness of PLA for 
higher education (HE)

• Participatory parity- inclusive
• Good reflective tool – alternate ways of 

expressing 
• Often leads to new insights
• Provides stimulus for discussion
• Non-threatening “playful” techniques
• Promotes social learning
• Includes emotional aspects 
• Opportunities to challenge and deepen 

knowledge
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Ways in which we have found 
PLA useful in higher education

• Dealing with difference
• Promoting collaboration between students 

and the institution/faculty/department
• Learning techniques to use in own 

disciplines
• Modelling democratic and respectful forms 

of practice
• Active form of learning >participation
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Limitations of PLA techniques 
• Drawings are only a springboard for 

discussion and analysis
• Drawings and discussions reflect 

subjective experiences
• Can be unsettling/discomforting – needs 

management
• How useful it is depends on skills of 

facilitator
• Time consuming to plan and implement
• Resistance from some participants 
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Examples of how PLA techniques 
have been used in HE
• Research techniques for social work students at 

UWC 
• Factors affecting student learning at UWC
• Community, Self and Identity module for students 

across the universities
• Women’s Health and Well-Being collaborative 

course
• Masters in Child and Family Studies course
• Professional development course on teaching and 

learning at UWC
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Some common techniques 
which could be used in HE
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    What students said about PLA 
techniques

The drawing exercises let us 
‘play’, and took the ‘seriousness’ 

and nervousness out of the 
situation we were placed 
in…Helped us in working 

together as a team in the way 
that we were no longer worried 
about expressing our feelings 
even though they sometimes 

were conflicting.

As soon as you start 
drawing one thing you 
immediately think of all 

the other things that 
link up with your initial 

idea. After the 
drawings had been 

made, I was suprised 
to see the things that 
were in front of me on 

my paper. 
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    Learnings:  Knowledge of Self

Through mapping my own community and the 
available (and blatant scarcity of) resources, I got 

the opportunity to reflect on my community not 
only in terms of resources, but also communal 
ethos (including prevailing prejudices, attitudes 
towards gender, and even racism), ‘Coloured’ 
culture (as I’ve always had immense difficulty 

defining to others what it means to be a 
‘Coloured’ person, or defining myself as for 

example a ‘Coloured male’ 
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Visioning

• People come up with their vision for how 
things might be and it can widen their 
thinking as well as indicating the things 
that are important to them.  This could be 
drawn, modelled, acted or sung.  It serves 
as a starting point for discussion of what 
actions could be taken.
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Vision of ideal preschool
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This shows what students identified as being ideal for 
helping them to learn at university
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Mapping

• Mapping can include mapping of social, 
demographic, health and service issues, 
opportunities or resources 

• Can be drawn on the ground or on paper, 
models can be made, natural resources 
used 

• Provides a starting point for discussion or 
for prioritising issues for change 
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Things found helpful for learning
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Body maps – used to map illnesses such as 
HIV/AIDS emotions etc
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Body map - Example from Cornwall (1999)_  Ilnesses and 
Where They are in the Body
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Community Maps
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Map used in Masters in Child 
and Family Course
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Community mapping
This includes mapping of social, 
demographic, health and service 
issues, opportunities or resources. 
These can be drawn on the 
ground or on paper, models can 
be made, natural resources used 
and provide a starting point for 
discussion or for prioritising issues 
for change. Example  Swart 
Kruger (2000)
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Map used in Higher Educators 
course

Collaborative participatory 
research

24



Concept maps
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Concept maps (Science)
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Mobility maps

• A map 
showing 
the 
difference 
between 
girls’ and 
boys’ 
mobility in 
an Indian 
village*



Mobility map 
showing 
distance and  
preferred 
health service 
providers

MCFS Families and Households 
module 2012
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Mood  or Life Lines

• Can be done individually or as a group
• People can track how they felt about 

particular events in their lives or even ae 
programme over time. 

• Need to be used sensitively.
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How family members spend time (Masters in Child & 
Family studies research exercise) This timeline shows 

how a daughter and son spent their day differently
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• A lifeline drawn 
by a student 
depicting the 
highs and lows 
of their life and 
the important 
events which 
influenced 
them
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River of life

*



River of Life

*



Another river of life

*



*

English tutorial UWC – Huck 
Finn’s river of life

ASASWEI Teaching and Learning 
Conference 2010
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Conclusion
• PLA effective tool in terms of students’ and higher educators’ 

knowledge of positioning and resources
• Students have found it useful as methodology themselves
• Enabled safer kind of sharing 
• Richer understanding of power relations – privilege and deprivation
• Participatory parity
• Respect for abilities as learners and co-creators of knowledge
• Question world and place in it
• Critical and compassionate worldview
• Skills and willingness for transformation in contemporary SA
• Enhances inquiry based learning approaches
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USEFUL RESOURCE
• http://www.ids.ac.uk/ids/particip/
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Self-evaluation

• As an individual exercise draw a mood line 
of the module you are currently teaching 
or have just completed at UWC indicating 
the highs and lows of this experience for 
you.

• Share with one other person.

41Collaborative participatory 
research



Matrix ranking – a way to find out about 
priorities and develop action points

• In your group brainstorm what you see as 
barriers to student learning at UWC

• Group them into themes
• Draw a matrix and write themes along the left 

hand side (no more than 6)
• Each group member votes using their counters – 

explaining their view
•  Come to a final decision about what you think 

are most important
• How could this information be used?
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Visioning Exercise

What are the sort of things that would 
make a satisfactory learning experience at 
university?  Draw or represent the things 
that you would find conducive to learning 
at university.
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Mapping exercise

• As a group draw a map of the resources 
that are available for teaching and learning 
at UWC

• Using your tokens to vote, choose the 
three things which you would most like to 
change regarding these resources to 
improve teaching and learning at the 
institution
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