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For slow teaching: courageous and compassionate pedagogy 
in times of change
Bradley Rink

Department of Geography, Environmental Studies & Tourism, University of the Western Cape, Bellville, Cape 
Town, South Africa

ABSTRACT
Slow teaching is a nascent movement forwarded by scholars who 
seek to imbue their teaching with attentiveness, deliberation, 
thoughtfulness, and open-ended inquiry. This paper presents find
ings from a Teaching Advancements at Universities (TAU) 
Fellowship project in which slow teaching practices were applied 
within a first year GES111 Introduction to Human Geography at the 
University of the Western Cape. Focusing on ‘Slow’ teaching not in 
terms of velocity but rather in terms of measured, deliberate, and 
reflexive methods, the experiment with slow practices attempted to 
not leave others behind at the expense of progress. 
Methodologically, the project was built upon reflective practice 
from the author as module coordinator and lecturer, a fellow lec
turer, graduate lecturing assistant, a team of tutors, and registered 
GES111 students in 2023. Findings suggest that Slow teaching 
practices fostered epistemic justice by valuing everyday student 
knowledge, imagination and practice. This is where courage and 
compassion on the part of both teaching staff and students 
together can impact on pedagogy. The study’s findings offer prac
tical insights for the application of Slow teaching practices that 
foster epistemic access and justice through the valuing of everyday 
student knowledge, imagination and practice in teaching & 
learning.
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Introduction: teaching & learning practices rendered through turbulent 
times

In the past decade, higher education in South Africa has been impacted by events that 
require geographers and academics more generally to reconsider how teaching and 
learning practices are informed, conceptualized and delivered. These critical ruptures 
include the #Feesmustmall and #Rhodesmustfall movements, crises in student- and 
institutional funding, and growing demands for access. Access is this case is not only 
in the sense of gaining entry to higher education through the availability of funding 
and placement but also with respect to epistemological access for students and the 
knowledge that they wish to build upon through their participation in higher 
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education. Adding to all these concerns, the disruptions in ways of working, teaching 
and learning precipitated by the COVID-19 pandemic since March 2020 have con
tinued to impact practices that had changed little over the previous thirty years since 
the dawn of democracy in South Africa. Taken together, the combined repercussions 
of these ruptures have resulted in a complex, contested environment in the classroom. 
Recent ruptures have raised demands to quickly shift towards delivering instruction 
online as during the pandemic, then a return to face-to-face, and sometimes both. 
Rather than slowing us down, many geography educators and students experienced 
the pandemic and its aftermath defined by social isolation, unequal access to 
resources, and economic distress (Dyer et al., 2024). As challenging as these may 
seem, ruptures also provide opportunities for change and new growth. Importantly 
for this paper, such ruptures may allow us to slow down and take stock of our 
teaching practices while focusing on care and relationships within the learning 
environment.

This paper presents findings from a Teaching Advancements at Universities (TAU) 
Fellowship project1 in which Slow teaching practices were applied within a first year 
GES111 Introduction to Human Geography at the University of the Western Cape 
(UWC). Focusing on ‘Slow’ teaching not in terms of velocity but rather in terms of 
measured, deliberate, and reflexive methods, the experiment with Slow teaching practices 
attempts to not leave others behind at the expense of progress. While the challenges of the 
past decade may have allowed geographers to identify the territory termed ‘pedagogic 
borderlands’ (Hill et al., 2016), there is a lack of scholarship that demonstrates how we 
might creatively and proactively respond to such unfamiliar teaching environments. The 
aim of this paper is to explore the impact of Slow teaching practices in the context of 
a first-year introductory human geography module. I intend to demonstrate through the 
case study of GES111 how Slow teaching practices might enhance the learning experience 
and outcomes of a human geography module specifically but also teaching in the social 
sciences more generally.

Across South Africa, teaching environments have become characterized by growing 
class sizes due increased access to higher education, debilitating resource constraints, and 
the aforementioned ruptures to previous ways of teaching. For many, these shocks have 
resulted in pressure to quicken the pace of teaching or to compromise what might be 
considered more engaged and personal pedagogical approaches. Although acceleration 
may satisfy the demands of larger enrolments and increasingly limited budgets, such 
teaching practices may leave entire cohorts of students behind. The cleavage of the class 
cohort may be due to a range of learning styles, a diversity of home languages and levels 
of skill in academic reading and writing in English, and constraints on a multitude of 
resources including those related to finance, data, devices, amongst others. In such times 
of change, the teaching environments that result may invariably favour expediency and 
efficiency over reflexivity and relationships. No institution is immune to the impacts on 
teaching during such turbulent times. Complicated by tensions of a vocationally focused 
programme of study in the past and satisfaction of graduate attributes going forward 
requires a careful balance between curricular and pedagogical practices. All of this 
requires time for reflection and time for change. As Chappell (2007, p. 263) cautions, 
‘ . . . in today’s economically rationalized higher education institutions time is a precious 
commodity and little of it is allocated to account for change’.
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Slow teaching is a nascent movement forwarded by scholars who seek to imbue their 
teaching with attentiveness, deliberation, thoughtfulness, and open-ended inquiry. 
Slowness in this pedagogical stance is not synonymous with decreased velocity or 
curtailed curricula. Rather, Slow teaching seeks to foster relationships. Considering the 
large class size of GES111, multiple resource constraints that often hit first-year students 
the hardest, and recent ruptures to the ‘old’ ways of teaching, the choice of GES111 for 
Slow teaching interventions provides the greatest potential impact.

The paper is structured in five sections as follows. After the introductory section 
above, the second part of the paper provides a review of literatures that frame the broader 
study and the application of Slow teaching & learning practices in GES111. The third 
section of the paper presents the study’s methodology based in reflective practice with 
a team of lecturers, a graduate lecturing assistant, tutors and students. The fourth section 
delivers findings from these reflective practices, while the fifth and final section draws 
conclusions on the empirical evidence to help map the way forward towards ‘a more 
human’ geography practice (Dyer et al., 2024, p. 566) in the classroom.

Framing teaching & learning practices: slowness and student-centred

The broader project on which this paper is based is informed by theory-guided teaching 
(Potter & Kustra, 2011). Theory-guided teaching draws on evidence from scholarly 
literature and reflections from practice, with the important addition of ‘ . . . 
a framework to aid the understanding and create meaning, thereby bestowing the 
explanatory and predictive power necessary for adaptive practice’ (p. 11). Slow teaching 
provides such a framework. The literatures on Slowness originate outside of academia 
but coalesce in this study within the classroom setting. These include those related to 
Slow scholarship (Mountz et al., 2015), Slow teaching (Goldschmidt et al., 2016), Slow 
pedagogy (Collett et al., 2018) and Slow scholarship of teaching & learning (Leibowitz & 
Bozalek, 2018). Adding to these literatures on Slowness are literatures that help to define 
the pedagogical stance that shapes teaching practices. These include authentic learning 
(Herrington & Oliver, 2000; Pitchford et al., 2021), flux pedagogy and its ‘brave spaces’ 
(Ravitch, 2020) and epistemic access (Themane & Mabasa, 2022). Each of these will be 
addressed in the sections below, and together assist in adapting teaching practices going 
forward.

Slowness: measured conceptual development

What is slowness? It is not simply about velocity, especially when it comes to teaching 
and learning. As a contemporary concept, slowness has attained measured conceptual 
development since the 1980s. Slowness in this sense emerged first in the context of food 
and the sustainability of culture, economy and the environment – thus well aligned with 
the concerns of human geography. It was through Carlo Petrini’s Slow food movement 
(Petrini, 2003) where slowness became part of public and academic discourse, drawing 
acolytes and critics alike. Petrini’s movement took root in 1986 with his dismay over the 
opening of a McDonalds fast food restaurant near the tourist hotspot of the Spanish Steps 
in Rome, Italy. In response to the arrival of the global fast food giant, he took to the 
streets in front of the fast food chain providing potential clients with bowls of simple, 

SOUTH AFRICAN GEOGRAPHICAL JOURNAL 3



healthy pasta that symbolized the Slow ideals. From his initial small but powerful gesture 
in response to what he saw as the social, economic and environmental damages being 
done through our fast lifestyles, Petrini spawned a broader, global initiative that he called 
the ‘Slow Food Movement’ just three years later in 1989.

Petrini’s movement has impacted on other similar calls for slowing aspects of frenetic 
life in the age of globalization. These include the Slow cities movement that calls for more 
humane practices of urban life, and Slow schooling that pushes against a results-oriented 
society (Cilliers, 2006). As Cilliers further argues, ‘Perhaps “slow” and “fast” are not 
exactly the correct terms to use. Terms like “reflective” and “unreflective”, or “mediated” 
and “unmediated” may be more accurate’ (p. 53). These and other Slow movements call 
attention to the state of contemporary life and help to bring debates over Slowness into 
academic focus. In a related vein, Michelle Boulous Walker (2017) brings a philosophical 
entry point to slowness by inviting us to slow reading, which she argues is fundamental to 
the patient work of thought. She notes that such attentiveness ‘ . . . is, first and foremost, 
the patience involved in “sitting with” the world and of being open to it; not merely for 
the sake of being patient but, rather, for engagement with the complexity of the world 
that this slow and open process of thought permits’. (p. 8).

Slow scholarship (Mountz et al., 2015) was amongst the related movements to emerge 
in response to the increasingly commodified and corporatized academy. In the wake of 
Slow scholarship came the related call for Slow teaching (Goldschmidt et al., 2016) and 
Slow pedagogy (Collett et al., 2018). Like its scholarly counterpart, Slow teaching seeks to 
foster responsiveness to students, with deep, engaged learning as an outcome. Slow 
scholarship of teaching & learning is a further step in these developments. In their 
seminal work on the Slow scholarship of teaching & learning, Leibowitz and Bozalek 
(2018) remind us that ‘slowness’ is defined not through velocity but in terms of

. . . Attentiveness, deliberation, thoughtfulness, open-ended inquiry, a receptive attitude, 
care-fullness, creativity, intensity, discernment, cultivating pleasure, and creating dialogues 
between the natural and social sciences. (2018, p. 983)

Their emphasis on dialogues between the natural and social sciences is apt for the 
discipline of geography generally, and for Introduction to Human Geography specifically, 
where relationships between society and space, and nature and culture are central. 
Despite the lack of scholarship on Slow teaching, the ethics of care that emerge from 
a Slow teaching approach holds promise for socially-just and responsive teaching 
practices.

Pedagogical stance: authentic and participatory

Underpinning the Slow teaching framework are literatures that guide pedagogical prac
tice through my stance as a teacher, and how student knowledge is engaged. These 
include the concepts of authentic learning (Herrington & Oliver, 2000; Pitchford et al.,  
2021; Rink, 2020, 2023), flux pedagogy (Ravitch, 2020) and epistemic access (Themane & 
Mabasa, 2022). Authentic learning and flux pedagogy can both be described as pedago
gical stances. Authentic learning is based on the educational philosophy of constructi
vism (Vygotsky, 1978). It considers students as ‘talents to unlock rather than vessels to 
fill’ (Pitchford et al., 2021, p. vi). An important aspect of authentic learning is how it 
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situates teaching and learning within the realm of students’ everyday lives. In this way, 
learning is a participatory and co-constructed process, starting with existing knowledge 
and experiences and moving towards new insights that are articulated through teaching 
and learning activities. An authentic learning stance recognizes that knowledge creation 
is a process that is neither a linear nor a unidirectional transmission of knowledge from 
the ‘expert’ stance of a lecturer to the passive recipient of a student. Students and teachers 
are active participants in this process.

Flux pedagogy (Ravitch, 2020) is a related pedagogical stance in that it provides 
relational and radical approaches to addressing lived problems through the use of 
participatory approaches. Flux pedagogy is relational in the ways that uses storytelling 
and critical dialogues with students, and it is radical in its willingness to be counter- 
hegemonic by posing difficult questions and experimenting with new ways of being in the 
classroom and in the world. Through flux pedagogy, the Slow experiments in GES111 
provide an opportunity to shift my inquiry stance (Ravitch, 2020, p. 4) as a teacher. This 
shift was brought about by a critical incident in 2017 as described later in the paper.

Underpinning pedagogical stance is the assurance that students may have access to 
knowledge. For Themane and Mabasa (2022) epistemic access, and therefore success, 
depends not only on students having physical access to higher education but also the 
provision of an enabling environment constituted by resources for academic and perso
nal success. Yet epistemic access is not an outcome that can be guaranteed. Morrow 
(2009) considers epistemological access to be about ‘learning how to become a successful 
participant in an academic practice’ (p. 78). Accordingly, such access takes effort on 
behalf of the student and teacher(s). Through authentic teaching and learning practices 
supported by a Slow teaching framework, teachers and students can have an opportunity 
to shape their shared success.

Method: slow and reflective

The project on which this paper is based is informed by reflective practice in teaching & 
learning (Jay & Johnson, 2002). The methods follow Jay and Johnson’s (2002, p. 76) 
definition of reflection as used in teaching practice, which they describe as:

. . . A process, both individual and collaborative, involving experience and uncertainty . . . 
comprised of identifying questions and key elements of a matter that has emerged as 
significant, then taking one’s thoughts into dialogue with oneself and with others. One 
evaluates insights gained from that process with reference to: (1) additional perspectives, (2) 
one’s own values, experiences, and beliefs, and (3) the larger context within which the 
questions are raised. Through reflection, one reaches newfound clarity, on which one bases 
changes in action or disposition. New questions naturally arise, and the process spirals 
onward. (p. 76)

Jay and Johnson’s (2002, p. 77) typology of reflection guides our process, including: 
Descriptive reflection where the matter for reflection is described; Comparative reflection 
where the matter for reflection is reframed in light of alternative views, others’ perspec
tives, and research; and Critical reflection where a renewed perspective is established 
after having considered the implications of the matter. Results of our individual and 
collective reflections are used to assess Slow teaching practices and in the creation of 
guiding principles for Slow teaching that help to fulfil a goal of teaching for social justice 
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in socially just ways. Reflections are not used as an assessment tool, but rather following 
Chappell (2007) as a means of understanding the impacts of teaching & learning practices 
and possibilities for change from the perspectives of teaching staff and students.

Reflections have been gathered from the author as module coordinator and lecturer, 
a fellow lecturer, graduate lecturing assistant (GLA), a team of 12 demonstrators com
prised of undergraduate and postgraduate student tutors, and approximately 350 regis
tered GES111 students in the first semester of 2023. In total, 86 responses were received 
from students (24.6% response rate), and six responses from tutors (50% response rate). 
Respondents provided descriptive reflections in Jay and Johnson’s (2002) terms. Having 
access to all student and tutor responses I was also able to contribute comparative and 
critical reflections informing the project’s findings. Other than myself, all participants 
remain anonymous according to the requirements of ethical clearance that was granted 
by UWC’s Human and Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee (HSSREC) 
[Reference: HS23/1/8] with additional required approval granted by UWC’s Registrar 
for research including UWC registered students [Reference: UWCRP217952].

With the requisite ethics approval, the project method was engaged through the 
following three steps: Firstly, the author introduced Slow teaching theory, method 
and goals to lecturing staff, GLA, tutors and registered students at the start of 
GES111 lectures. This was intended to provide context for what we were embarking 
on together, and avoid the sense that every activity was being scrutinized as part of 
an experiment. It allowed everyone to have a shared sense of what Slow teaching 
was meant to achieve. Therefore, as we took part in Slow teaching and learning 
activities we would all have a sense of their larger purpose. Second, the author 
presented ethics documents, explaining the concepts of informed consent and 
anonymity, so as to intentionally and transparently welcome everyone including 
my fellow lecturer, GLA, tutors and students to be full participants in ways appro
priate to their roles. This included discussions dialogues during lectures and prac
tical sessions, and discussions in tutor briefings and teaching staff meetings. The 
effect of this was to build trust and confidence in our method whether as presenters 
or recipients of teaching and learning practices. Students were not required to 
participate in any activities other than those already planned for the module. 
Thus, their participation in the module and in the project were embedded within 
each other. Finally, participants were invited to reflect on the teaching & learning 
practices engaged during the module according to their role in it. There were two 
tools used for such reflections: 1) a reflective journal kept by the module coordi
nator that was informed by teaching & learning practices delivered to students and 
discussed with GLA and tutors; and 2) a series of open-ended reflective questions 
posed to students and tutors at the conclusion of the module. The reflective 
questions used for data collection are presented in the following section of the 
paper. This data collection instrument was administered using an online Google 
Form module evaluation. Completion of the evaluation tool was voluntary and 
anonymous in keeping with ethics approval. Analysis of qualitative responses to 
each question was completed using thematic analysis (Creswell, 2013). Following 
this method, student responses were first downloaded to a spreadsheet for organi
zation. Next, data were perused for familiarization, and manual coding around key 
words and concepts that emerged. Once themes were developed, they were used for 
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interpretation and telling ‘stories’ from the data supported by quotes from student 
respondents. Results from this process were compiled with patterns in the data 
identified and compared with the author’s reflective journal entries. While the 
response rate from students and tutors was lower than expected, the low response 
rate is counterbalanced by rich and detailed feedback in respondents’ descriptive 
reflections.

Findings: a more human(e) geography

The project sought to humanize learning and teaching practices in GES111 through 
a focus on relationships that are central to the sub-discipline of human geography as they 
are through Slow practices. The humanizing of learning and teaching practices in 
GES111 begins with the lecturer’s recognition that students come to the module not 
with an empty head, but rather an open mind. Informed by the authentic learning 
(Herrington & Oliver, 2000; Pitchford et al., 2021), this stance understands that students 
bring knowledge to the classroom, but also requires that they remain receptive to new 
ways of seeing and understanding the social and natural worlds that we explore through 
our focus on human geographies. This stance also allows educators to disrupt the theory- 
practice nexus; in this case beginning with students’ lived human geographies and 
moving towards theorizing them. Before presenting findings, the preliminary paragraphs 
of this section will address the institutional context of the Slow teaching and learning 
interventions and sketch two critical incidents that inspired a shift towards experiments 
with Slowness.

Teaching context

This study is contextualized both in the local environment of my undergraduate 
teaching in an historically Black university (HBU) in Southern Africa, as well as 
more broadly in the contemporary, fast-paced, digitized and vocationally focused 
global climate of higher education. Pressures to quicken the pace of teaching are 
complicated by growth in student numbers due to increased access in the higher 
education sector, fiscal belt-tightening, growing competition from private education 
providers, and on-line teaching hastened by the COVID-19 pandemic. These pressures 
come to bear even more so in the teaching and learning context of [author’s institu
tion] that is characterized by ethnic and racial diversity, multilingualism and the 
legacies of socio-economic and educational inequalities. With its struggle roots, the 
[institutional] curriculum was initially designed to give students a range of vocation
ally focused skills. The legacy of this approach is evident in UWC’s Arts & Humanities 
undergraduate curriculum that requires students to declare two majors plus an addi
tional stream of electives. Beyond simply vocational skill-building, I seek to promote 
reflection that helps students to connect learning within the classroom with the 
environments in which they live. It is within this nexus of ‘theory’ and ‘practice’ 
where I feel student learning outcomes can transcend vocational skill building to value 
life experiences, embrace indigenous knowledge systems, encompass a range of learn
ing styles and a diversity of world views and experiences. Yet my concerns are not 
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only about the quantity of content, but also about its quality with respect to its ability 
to promote reflection, connection to lived worlds, and deep learning.

Thrust into slowness: two incidents

While the project upon which this paper is based was actioned through my TAU 
Fellowship, inspiration for the project preceded the start of the TAU journey. Two 
unrelated critical incidents helped to thrust me and my teaching practice into 
Slowness: the first which impacted me personally preceding the pandemic in 2017 during 
a GES111 lecture; and the second being the COVID-19 pandemic and the rush to 
emergency remote teaching as noted earlier that impacted the globe. While I expand 
on the impact of the pandemic on teaching practices in the findings below, I will draw out 
the first critical incident to demonstrate how it shifted my pedagogical stance.

The critical incident in GES111 took place in 2017 during a lecture focusing on 
mobility and city life. It is important to recognize that this incident took place in the 
wake of the #Feesmustfall student movement in South Africa where part of the rallying 
cry from students was to urge institutions of higher learning to ‘see’ them: as individuals, 
as whole persons, and co-creators of knowledge who bring personal experiences of 
human/environment and society/space relationships into the classroom. While deliver
ing a lecture on urban transport and mobility, my usual monologue was interrupted by 
a hand waving in the distance at the back of the crowded lecture theatre. Unaccustomed 
to such an interruption, I nonetheless tentatively invited the young male student to ask 
his question. Rather than simply a question, he provided a provocation, noting ‘With all 
due respect, sir, what can you teach me about mobility? I live it every day’. At first I was 
left speechless, but then responded with a promise to learn more about his world. That 
entry point for a single student would go on to become a central tenet of my teaching 
practice. This incident allowed me as a teacher to have my vulnerability exposed, while at 
the same time foregrounding my humanity. My receptive attitude to the incident 
provides an example of shifting my inquiry stance (Ravitch, 2020, p. 4) through an 
responsiveness to student knowledge, transformation and radical care. The respectful 
questioning of the source of knowledge and its transfer was a gift. The incidents above 
were precursors to my TAU Fellowship, but were also critical to the emergence of the 
project’s findings.

Slow practices

The project experimented with Slow teaching & learning practices whose impacts were 
‘measured’ – or perhaps better ‘explored’ through our reflections. Individual reflections 
are paired in the final section of the paper following Jay and Johnson (2002) to identify 
key questions and insights. Including such reflections recognizes the importance of my 
values, experiences and beliefs with the larger context of the teaching environment and 
student body. Although the general design of the GES111 module is intentionally ‘Slow’, 
there are notable examples of Slow teaching practices that I focus on here through 
descriptive reflections. These include: 1) Practical discussion prompts; 2) Reflection 
essays; and 3) Lecture Dialogues. Each of these exhibits its own brand of slowness as 
evidenced through analysis of reflective data.
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The design and application of the reflection essay tasks, lecture dialogues and practical 
discussion prompts enabled us to build relationships with and between students. 
Practical discussion prompts help to make learning social, while embracing both theory 
and students’ everyday practice as they introduce the topic of the week’s reflection essay 
through a series of discussion questions; Reflection essays provide an example of 
a scaffolded (Herrington & Oliver, 2000) assessment task that is authentic in its design 
and outcomes. In this case, the tasks are introduced and their purpose reinforced in 
multiple settings, with an extended timeframe for completion, and with various inputs 
from fellow students, tutors and lecturers. This assessment design allows students to craft 
their reflective essays over time and through inputs from others. The third example of 
Slow practices are lecture dialogues. Turning the gaze from the lecturer to the self and 
fellow students through in-class discussions that were meant to elicit student inputs using 
a think-pair-share format. Each will be further presented and analysed below.

Practical discussion prompts
Each week tutors were provided with practical discussion prompts that were discussed in 
weekly tutor briefing meetings and then used to guide the discussion in the double- 
period practicals. Previously, practical sessions were used as a hands-on workspace where 
students were given worksheets that they would complete before the end of the session. 
While it provided dedicate work time and support from tutors who were present, the 
tasks were typically completed alone, although sometimes in isolated groups with little 
additional interaction. Being forced to re-think the design and structure of online 
practical sessions during the COVID-19 pandemic provided an opportunity for change. 
During online practicals, students were not given the opportunity to work alone but were 
rather prompted to share and discuss topics as guided by tutors. This format was used as 
inspiration to reimagine the structure of practical sessions in the post-pandemic period 
by employing a Slow approach.

In one example from practical five, which focuses on the theme of spatial inequality, 
students are prompted to think about where they live while also reflecting on the spatial 
equalities or inequalities that are apparent in their residential area. They are asked to 
think about whether their area is well situated with regard to access to economic and 
other opportunities; how the area relates to other areas of the city/town/region; how 
inequality is experienced; and which aspects of urban life (if any) are a challenge? 
Importantly, they are reminded to support their reflections with material from the 
reading of the week as appropriate. Practical discussions emerge across race and socio- 
economic divides. While divergent views often spark heated debate, so too does the 
discussion create a space for new perspectives to be heard. Rather than be isolated in their 
experience of learning, the practical discussions allow students to be attentive to others 
and receptive to new ideas as Leibowitz and Bozalek (2018) contend.

Reflection essays
The weekly reflection essays (eight in total) were designed to allow students to develop 
their writing skills and to express their understanding of human-environment relation
ships, as aligned with the key area of concern for human geography. The top six marks 
out of the eight submissions contributed towards the students’ semester coursework 
mark. This allowed students an opportunity to be assessed on their best work, and to 
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account for challenges that may not have been associated with their skills in human 
geography, such as access to data or devices. It allowed them some leeway to find 
resilience amidst life’s challenges. The weekly reflections were intended to allow students 
to develop writing skills; express their understanding of human-environment relation
ships; connect personal experience (practice) with module content (theory); and com
municate effectively. These goals were communicated to students with each task and 
discussed in the practical sessions. In one example students were asked to start with the 
mental map they drew as part of practical one then were asked to reflect on what the 
‘place’ they drew meant to them with respect to their connection to the community; the 
elements of place in the community (memories, meanings, emotions, names, etc); and 
their sense of place in the community. The combination of the reflective essays and 
practical session discussions was an attempt to draw on their experience and social 
capital while building resilience, an important precursor to student success according 
to Themane and Mabasa (2022). As they note, ‘ . . . resilience is an individual’s ability to 
succeed under difficult situations. This can be achieved by the ability to draw from one’s 
own resources . . . from one’s connectivity with other people or societal structures such as 
family, friends and the community. This we can refer to as social capital’ (2022, p. 23). 
The scaffolding of reflection essays is partially built upon practical discussions and their 
associated prompts. In this Slow teaching activity, we recognize the social aspects of 
learning, not as a singular, solitary activity, but as a set of activities that are both 
individual and shared in the sense of being socially constructed and embedded.

Lecture dialogues: opening the floor to learning
Adding to the activities above, lecture dialogues provided an opportunity to foster 
multilingualism in our Slow teaching practices. This ‘Slow’ activity aims to challenge 
the architecture of the lecture theatre by turning the gaze and attention of students 
away from the monologue of the lecturer to a dialogue with each other. We have 
done this in GES111 by starting with the key word(s) or concept of the week. Those 
keywords are then put into dialogue across the classroom using two methods: one 
web/app based, and another which is a traditional think/pair/share activity. In the 
first example, a series of prompts were projected on the screen at the front of class, 
along with a QR code that takes students to a website to provide their inputs. There 
are various platforms that allow this, but in our case we used Slido (https://www.slido. 
com), a web-based tool that describes itself as an audience interaction platform. The 
topic of the week in this case was globalization. In the first prompt, students were 
asked to consider which aspects of their everyday lives are influenced by globalization; 
and in the second they were asked to respond to a yes/no question: ‘Globalisation is 
a positive force in my life’. The interaction platform allows students to provide their 
inputs, and crucially, to see others in real time. In the first instance, student feedback 
produced a word cloud, with the most frequent responses being ‘the economy’, ‘every 
aspect’, ‘mobility’ ‘culture’, ‘markets’ and ‘relationships’. In the second instance, 63% 
of students responded positively about globalization’s impact on their lives, while only 
1% responded negative, with 36% of respondents being ‘unsure’. As responses 
emerged in real-time on the screen, discussions erupted across the lecture theatre. 
Conversations overheard from the lectern included debates over the impacts, to 
comments about some of the responses, to explaining why each answered in the 
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way they did. The interactions made possible were far richer and more informed in 
everyday practice than they would have been had I only delivered my lecture mono
logue from the front of the classroom. This activity is Slow in the way that it is 
attentive to student knowledge; in that it is open-ended and receptive to new ideas; 
and how it creates actual dialogue in the classroom while also revealing connections 
between the natural and social sciences. At the same time, this Slow teaching activity 
is easily applied and adaptable to large classes. Whereas technology was used as an 
emergency teaching intervention during protests and the pandemic, it can also be 
used to enable dialogue in a face-to-face teaching environment.

In the second example, the use of technology was simplified, with only the projection 
of key words on the screen based on the topic of the week: community, gemeenskap and 
mkhaya in the three most common languages of our student cohort (English, Afrikaans 
and isiXhosa). With these prompts, we then asked students to consider the concept in 
their language of choice while reflecting on what it means to them through a ‘think-pair- 
share’ activity. Silence fell on the lecture theatre immediately following the prompt as 
students took time to contemplate the meaning of the concept. However, lively discus
sion soon followed. Students were eager to share their insights, and to speak with their 
neighbour about a concept that they know well themselves. This is an example of 
‘Slowness’ and deliberate reflection. After the time for reflection, we ask students to 
take turns sharing their viewpoint in the language appropriate to the pairing and listening 
to their discussion partner, followed by a wider sharing with the entire class. This activity 
allows each student to have a voice in the class, while the think time is important for 
gathering one’s thoughts in a deliberative Slow way. As I pointed out to students there
after, the detailed description of various meanings of the concept of community was far 
richer and more nuanced than the content in the week’s set reading. In tandem with the 
reading and the outcomes of this activity, students were able to build on what they (and 
others in the class) know, and push it further.

Lecture dialogues enabled us to foster exchange while allowing students to voice their 
understanding of concepts with each other, across languages and cultures. They also 
provided an opportunity to have a relationship with each other in the class. Even without 
access to web-based tools, lecture dialogues can be applied in large or small classes in 
ways that bring students’ worlds together in conversation with theory. The outcome of 
this Slow activity is a shared articulation of critical concepts using embedded knowledge 
from students in combination with theory from the set readings.

Reflective practices: measuring impacts, highlighting relationships

While the previous section used descriptive reflections from myself as lecturer and 
module coordinator, in the section that follows, student and tutor reflections are analysed 
for comparative and critical reflection to measure the effectiveness of Slow teaching 
methods. Students and tutors were asked to reflect by responding to the following 
prompts:

(1) The goal of Slow teaching is to promote reflection, connection to lived worlds, and 
deep learning. To what extent have you been able to achieve these goals in this 
module and what might we do better to achieve them?
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(2) Slow teaching is also meant to foster relationships. To what extent have you built 
relationships with other students, tutors, lecturers and their worlds through our 
Slow teaching practices?

In response to the first question, many of the 86 student respondents noted how Slow 
teaching practices allowed them to engage in ‘deep learning’ that went beyond just 
memorization of facts and connected their ‘real world’ experiences with academic 
theory. Deep learning was exemplified by responses that were centred around themes 
including understanding of content, relationships with their lived worlds and those of 
others, and empathy for other perspectives. Beyond simply learning to achieve 
a mark, respondents noted how Slow teaching activities provided them with an ‘ . . . 
awareness [of] how the world operates’, while equipping them with ‘skills and knowl
edge about the world around us. One student highlighted the impact of the reflective 
essay tasks in particular, noting:

I think taking the time to give students the essays were a perfect way of enabling students to 
reflect on and understand the world we live in. and also just the whole notion of human 
geography . . . even my family members were intrigued by it when i told them.

Tutors also valued the double-period of the practical discussion which allowed them time 
to engage in meaningful dialogue with their groups, and as one tutor pointed out, the 
Slow format ‘ . . . got the students to really take into consideration other point of views on 
the same subject’. Another tutor added that 

. . . When discussing their opinions and experiences as a tutor and student we were able to 
form meaningful bond and in this way I was also able to learn from them as they all had their 
own story to tell.

One tutor appreciated the effectiveness of Slow teaching practices in their practical 
discussions due to the way that 

. . . I got to understand the dynamic of the classroom. I learnt that students come from 
different backgrounds and from different circumstances and that I had to be considerate in 
how I tutored.

These are examples of flux pedagogy (Ravitch, 2020, p. 4) that is relational, radical and 
addresses lived problems through the use of participatory approaches. Our Slow teaching 
practices allowed lecturers and tutors to ‘ . . . [l]isten carefully to each student to under
stand the macro and micro sociopolitical forces present in their educational and life 
experiences’ (p. 5).

Crafting assessment tasks both individually and together with others over time also 
helped to foster creativity and attentiveness to learning. One student commented that 
‘ . . . Due to the Slow teaching method, I was able to get a comprehensive understanding 
of the work’. The scaffolded nature of assessment tasks and ‘best of’ mark allocation 
allowed students to be assessed on their best efforts, and helped to compensate for a range 
of challenges including device and internet access, amongst others. Slow teaching prac
tices thus allowed students to build relationships that have impacts beyond learning of 
material. As one student noted, ‘I learnt how to work with students and the tutors. 
I learnt how to communicate with each and every student from different backgrounds’.

12 B. RINK



Conclusion: architecture, access and articulation

Through my analysis of student reflections along with my own, a triad of challenges and 
related opportunities emerge. I call these the ‘three As’: architecture, access and articula
tion. Starting with the critical incident from the brave GES111 student in 2017, the role of 
architecture of teaching and learning space comes to the fore. Not only was it difficult for 
the student to be seen and heard in the lecture theatre, but his ability to be part of others’ 
learning was limited by the theatre’s disciplining view to the front – where the expert 
stands. Similarly, the second critical incident of the COVID-19 pandemic forced students 
and lecturers alike into solitary spaces that, even when online in large virtual rooms, 
could prove to be isolating and unproductive for relationships and learning from/with 
others. Architecture frames the space(s) of learning and teaching and how lecturers and 
students interact. Moving towards Slow teaching thus requires geographers to contend 
with the architecture of teaching spaces as we strive for a more human(e) geography.

The architecture of teaching spaces also impact on access to knowledge – for both 
students and lecturers – as the second arena for change. Yet, access does not simply imply 
the spaces where we learn and teach. Access begins with students’ entry to the system of 
higher education, access to funding, and importantly epistemic access for students in 
bringing and sharing knowledge through their participation in higher education. 
Epistemic access is fostered through practical discussions and reflective essays in 
GES111 where students are able to embrace their everyday lived human geographies in 
the relationships they have at home and in their neighbourhoods. Reflections from 
students highlighted the impact of the opportunity to connect the world they live in 
and understand it through the lens of human geography. For students in a Slow class
room, the boundaries between the lecture theatre and the world outside are removed. 
Learning becomes accessible wherever they may be. As we tell them in GES111, ‘geo
graphy is everywhere’. Slow teaching activities allow students to unlock such insights, and 
to value them. Deep learning is the result.

The third element of change that emerges from our Slow teaching experiments has to 
do with articulation. Articulation of knowledge is a critical element of constructivist 
philosophies of teaching and learning. For knowledge to be articulated through teaching 
and learning activities, there must be a recognition of the value of students’ existing 
knowledge and experience. This is the starting point of the pedagogical stance. Our 
teaching and learning activities build from there. This is the meaning of articulation and 
the constructivist approach that sees students as talents to unlock rather than vessels to 
fill. Articulation is evident through outcomes of lecture dialogues in the GES111 class
room, students were able to draw upon embedded knowledge, learn from others’ while 
putting these knowledges in conversation with theory. Together we build on existing 
knowledges through co-creation of new knowledge with a critical eye.

Enacting change

Architecture, access and articulation are key challenges for the contemporary geography 
classroom, yet they also provide a roadmap for enacting change. Our reflections on Slow 
teaching were not intended as an assessment tool, but rather as an avenue for respon
siveness and transformation. Following Chappell (2007), the outcomes serve as a means 
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of understanding the impacts of teaching & learning practices and possibilities for 
renewal. Slow teaching’s transformative potential lies in its ability to foster deep learning, 
as argued by Leibowitz and Bozalek (2018) that is ‘attentive, deliberate, thoughtful, open- 
ended, creative and care-full’ amongst others. Importantly for geography as a discipline, 
Slow teaching enables dialogue between the natural and social sciences. This is evidenced 
by respondents who appreciate their understanding of relationships with the natural and 
social world highlighted through Slow teaching practices. Beyond the discipline of 
geography, the outcomes of this project contribute towards advancing social justice in 
South African higher education by building upon UWC’s 2021–2025 Institutional 
Operating Plan with specific reference to curriculum renewal and its goal of creating 
‘ . . . a responsive, flexible, renewed and transformed curriculum that will ensure that 
students can engage confidently and authentically with local, continental and global 
contextual realities and navigate these spaces from a social justice and engagement 
perspective’ (University of the Western Cape 2020, p. 23). While the scale of change 
may be small in GES11, the results from this Slow teaching experiment can be applied to 
other modules and in other settings.

Practically, the Slow teaching practices with which we have experimented are meant to 
foster epistemic access (Themane & Mabasa, 2022) and justice through the valuing of 
everyday student knowledge, imagination and practice in teaching & learning. As 
evidenced in the findings above, Slow teaching activities are response to large class 
environments, and those with or without access to technology. They exemplify flux 
pedagogy (Ravitch, 2020) in their adaptive approach that responds to epistemic and 
other challenges by embracing participatory pedagogy practices. The outcome of these 
practices exemplify student-centred learning that combines geographical theory and 
student knowledge within the realms of their lived experiences. Our experiments with 
Slow teaching have allowed us to embrace students’ embedded knowledges and everyday 
practices, which can influence theory which is often inaccessible and seemingly irrelevant 
to them. This is where courage for change and compassion for embracing alternative 
views of the social world from teaching staff and students together have the ability to 
impact on pedagogy, and shape a more human(e) geography.

Note

1. The Teaching Advancements at Universities (TAU) programme is funded by the South 
African Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET). It seeks to contribute 
towards the enhancement of teaching and learning in higher education in South Africa by 
supporting the development of a cadre of academics across institutions and disciplines as 
scholars, leaders, change agents and mentors in their fields. TAU seeks to foster an engaged 
and responsive understanding of teaching in varied institutional and disciplinary contexts 
while enabling participants to develop their capabilities to engage in and insert themselves as 
change agents, individually and collectively, in building a socially just education.
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