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Abstract 
Folk narratives have long been used in indigenous African societies to educate about life, cultural 
knowledge, and history, instill cultural beliefs and values, reinforce behavioural change, entertain, and 
provide activity for leisure time. Like all African folklore, folk narratives contain African knowledge and 
African ways of educating and knowing. Thus, this paper presents the knowledge and socio-
educational value of isiZulu folk narratives as experienced by pre-service teachers in KwaZulu-Natal in 
South Africa. Data was gathered from 63 isiZulu pre-service teachers through interviews and written 
self-reflections. Qualitative data analysis methods were used and themes relating to personal 
development, knowledge, social and educational value of folk narratives were generated. The paper 
argues that in present-day societies, in families and educational settings folk narratives are used 
significantly in educating, and inculcating values and skills in young people. Furthermore, the paper 
argues for folk narratives to be used as an approach to Life Skills curriculum delivery in schools. 

Keywords: IsiZulu folk narratives, life skills education, values and beliefs, cultural knowledge, 
indigenous education. 

1 INTRODUCTION  
The HIV and AIDS epidemic and the complexity of socio-cultural factors that fuel the HIV transmission 
among many African societies and the world over have led to governments adopting multi-pronged 
and multi-sectorial approaches to deal with the epidemic. A multi-pronged approach means that an 
enabling environment for “a multi-sectorial approach to HIV prevention and mitigation of AIDS impact 
on societies is created”; whereas a multi-sectorial approach means that “several departments and 
units/sectors of government, civil society, academia, non-governmental organisations, religious 
sectors, and other stakeholders, all respond to the HIV epidemic from their perspectives and 
responsibilities” [1].  

In the education sector of many countries, the curriculum has been identified as an area where HIV 
and AIDS and sexuality knowledge that is integrated within life skills education could be incorporated 
[2] [3] [4]. While many African countries have implemented the Life Skills-based curricula in their 
programmes, a body of research reports that many challenges still exist in the implementation of such 
curricula in many schools. Research [5] [6] [7] [3] reports that in many countries the lack of teacher 
knowledge and capacity to teach about sex/sexual relationships, are some of the challenges faced by 
countries in implementing the life skills based school curriculum. This leads to selective teaching, 
where teachers’ messages are restricted to overly scientific discussions without reference to sex or 
sexual relationships. For example, research [3] reports that in Kenyan schools the teaching 
approaches used encourage shallowness in content coverage.  

There is still lack of evidence that the Life Skills-based curriculum currently leverages the learners’ 
cultural and social experiences of education, and ways of knowing; yet there is a body of knowledge 
developed [8] [9] to report on socio-cultural education through folklore. Reports have provided 
evidence that in many African societies, and in various fields of knowledge such as history, life skills, 
language, culture, and science, folklore has been used as a strategy to enhance development of 
knowledge. This argument does not however, in any way aim to glorify cultural/community education 
and ways of educating, but argues for the incorporation of cultural knowledge and ways of educating 
into the formal school curriculum.  

Thus, this paper presents the knowledge and socio-educational value of isiZulu folk narratives as 
experienced by pre-service teachers in KwaZulu-Natal in South Africa. The paper argues that in 
present-day societies, in families and educational settings, folk narratives are used significantly in 
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educating, and inculcating values and skills in young people. Furthermore, the paper argues for folk 
narratives to be used as an approach to Life Skills-based curriculum delivery in schools particularly in 
African contexts. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
In this study, the students’ experiences of folk narratives were explored from the insider perspective, 
and this type of perspective is best achieved using the qualitative approach within the interpretive 
paradigm [10] [11].  

A cohort of fourth-year Bachelor of Education students comprising 63 students registered for isiZulu 
education major module were invited to participate in the study. Inviting this large group of students 
aimed to provide access to a wider range of experience. Information about the study was given in 
class and voluntary participation was explained. Informed consents from participants and the ethical 
clearance certificate from the university Humanities Research Ethics Committee of the University of 
KwaZulu-Natal, an institution where the research was conducted, were obtained prior to the data 
collection process. In accordance with the anonymity and confidentiality ethical requirements, in this 
paper, the names of participants are numerical, for example, P1, P2, where ‘P’ represents participant.  

An instrument with open-ended questions was used to access the participants’ experiences, feelings, 
thoughts, and reflections (their inner world), that which cannot be measured or observed. The 
questions that were contained in the research instrument were structured to cover broadly the 
following topics: (1) The folk narrative that was narrated to each participant personally, the narrator, 
the rationale for narrating the folk narrative and the circumstances under which the story was told. (2) 
The participants were to state what knowledge and / or skill did the listener (participant) learnt from the 
narrated story. (3) The participant was to explain how the narrated story influenced their lives.  

The decision to use a written instrument that required participants to answer in writing instead of 
conducting face-to-face interviews enhanced the anonymity of responses, as the data provided was 
not linked to the participants’ identities. Additionally, the researchers and students are familiar with one 
another since the researchers also lecture and tutor to this group of students. The lecturer-student and 
tutor-student roles have power differences embedded in the roles. Thus, the face-to-face interviews 
would potentially be affected by the differences of power rooted in the different roles relationships. 
Therefore, an instrument whereby students would respond in writing enhanced the internal validity of 
the study as it acknowledged the power dynamics between lecturer/student and tutor/student roles. 

The returned instruments were all fully completed, and this provided rich data that was prepared for 
analysis. In line with the qualitative research methods [10] [11], I used the analytic induction to analyse 
the qualitative data. As suggested by this approach, I read and re-read the data and developed codes 
through open coding. I coded and re-coded data, identified patterns, and then re-grouped related 
codes to form categories that were analysed and compared and thereafter re-grouped into themes 
under headings that emerged from data. The data captured from students’ responses were used to 
map students’ experiences and perspectives of their knowledge and behaviour change linked to folk 
narratives. I then selected extracts from the transcripts for inclusion as chain of evidence in the 
‘results’ section of this paper. I selected the narratives that best demonstrate the identified the themes 
that were identified.  

3 RESULTS 
The findings reveal that folk narratives are still used among the Zulu people to educate, caution, and 
advise young people especially when they are at their pre-teen and or teenage stages. Almost all 
participants confirmed that in one way or the other, in their lives, they were changed by a folk narrative 
that was related to them by a parent, uncle, sibling, teacher, neighbour or even friends. In addition, 
participants showed how their behaviour(s) such as cruelty to animals, hate of other people, telling of 
lies, laziness, and un-seriousness with one’s studies, were changed. In the following subsections, I 
discuss storytellers in the lives of pre-service teachers and the circumstances in which the folk 
narratives were told. Furthermore, I discuss the themes of personal development, knowledge and 
socio-educational value of folk narratives that relate to behaviour change in participants that occurred 
as a result of folk narratives. 
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3.1 Folk Story-Telling in Present Times 
In traditional Zulu society, the folk narratives were mostly told by grandparents and in the evenings 
around the fire [12]. However, the data shows that currently, different people such as grandparents, 
parents, aunts, uncles, neighbours, teachers, and other older and younger siblings tell folk narratives. 
Although there is still a conception that these stories must not be told during daytime, this conception 
is not strictly adhered to, as several participants stated that the stories were told to them during the 
day. Table 1 shows the sources of folk narratives for the participants. 

Table 1.  Story-Tellers / Sources for Folk Narratives for Participants  

Story-Tellers / Sources 
for Folk Narratives Excerpts from Participants’ Responses 

Grandmothers / 
Grandfathers 

I heard the story from my grandmother when I was still in primary school (P16) 

Mothers / Fathers I heard this story from my mother when I was doing grade 1 (P17) 

My father told me the story after we had watched the TV Programme about animals 
(P41) 

Aunts / Uncles / Other 
Relations 

I heard the story from my uncle (P60) 
I heard it from my aunt (P30) 

Siblings The story uThembeletsheni, I heard it from my elder brother (P58) 
I heard the story from my older sister (P60) 
My younger sister told me the story (P46) 

Neighbours  
(male and female) 

I heard it from my neighbour; a woman who reared pigs. The story was about pigs 
(P3) 

Teachers / Friends I learnt it from my Grade 5 teacher (P61) 

I heard the story from my classmate when the teacher was not in class (P19) 
I heard this folk narrative from another learner who was from the Nene family (P11) 

Radio I heard it from the radio station (P36) 

Books I read it from a book because I wanted to do the assignment (P21) 

The data reveals that usually, the folk narratives were told to the participants with an aim of educating 
the young people. At times, the folk narrative would be told to influence the listener to change or strive 
to adhere to a particular behaviour. Table 2 shows the rationale for story-telling and / or the situations 
under which the story was narrated. 

Table 2.  Situations / Reasons for Telling the Story 

Situations / Reasons 
for Story-telling Participants’ Responses 

To teach about 
honesty and 
responsibility 

My brother told me the story after his Manager at work stole the money that was 
supposed to be distributed to all the workers for Christmas. My brother came home 
without the money (P58)  
My grandmother told us the story after we had no supper at home because my uncle 
bought alcohol for himself using the money that grandmother gave him to buy food (P16) 

To teach about 
different abilities 

We were going to do activities as a group in Arts and Culture and I was not happy with 
the role I was given. My grandmother told me the story so that I accept my role that was 
allocated according to my abilities (P50) 

To caution against 
the use of violence  

My mother told me the story because my elder brother had fought with another boy (P17) 

To teach about focus 
and perseverance  

I heard it from my aunt who took care of me when my mother had abandoned me (P30) 
I heard it from my mother; it was time for me to go to the university to start my degree (P9) 

For leisure and 
entertainment 

My sister told us in the evening to while away time and entertain us because there was 
no TV at home (P60) 
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3.2 Personal Development 
It is apparent that folk narratives, which were told to participants early in life led to their (participants’) 
personal development. Table 3 shows evidence of participants’ personal development through folk 
narratives. 

Table 3.  Personal Development through Folk Narratives 

Personal Development Participants’ Responses 

Communication It made me a person who can communicate with other people even if I 
am very sad or worried (P45) 

Thinking deeply I learnt to think deeply before making a decision and not to take a 
decision because of fear of what other people will say (P41) 

Independence  I learnt to use my brain to achieve what I want in life (P22) 

Decision-making It made me to decide that when I am an adult, I will never leave my 
children alone as this is dangerous. It also made me a respectful 
person; I respect my teachers and my parents (P8) 

Love of Animals It made me to like animals (P36) 

Endurance and Perseverance I learnt to persevere in life because the path to success is not easy (P30) 

3.3 Knowledge and Socio-educational value 
The participants confirmed the knowledge acquisition and change of their behaviour or views because 
of a folk narrative, as shown in Table 4.  

Table 4.  Knowledge and Socio-educational Value from Folk Narratives. 

Lessons Learnt Participants’ Responses 

Diversity and equality 
of humans 

I learnt from my grandmother that we are not the same people; it is good for a 
person to play the role that our Creator has given him/her (P50)  
I learnt that I must distance myself from people who might pose a danger to 
me (bad people) (P41) 
I learnt that there is no person who is better than others (P22) 

Respect and honesty I learnt that I must respect other people’s belongings and when a person has 
borrowed me his/her item, I must not use it anyhow. I learnt not to use other 
people’s items as I will be creating enemies for myself (P45) 
I learnt that I must not look down upon other people even if they are small or 
young because they might be too intelligent than others (P22) 
I learnt to respect and learn from adults because they have experience (P9) 

Independence within 
group existence 

I learnt that my friends should not decide for me; I should listen to their views, 
consider them but make my own decision (P7) 

Respect and caring for 
one another 

I learnt that we must take care of one another as we are siblings and that we 
must not look down upon other people (P52) 
I learnt that I must be generous and share food with people who might not 
have it (P60) 

Dealing with problems I learnt that when I have a problem I must speak to other people about it as I 
might get ideas about the solution [to the problem] (P47) 

Adult who are Abusers. 
Or Perpetrators 

I learnt that not all adults have love and can protect children; some adults can 
abuse children (P3) 
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4 CONCLUSIONS 
The results show that folk narratives are used among the Zulu people to educate the young people. 
The abstract concepts such as respect, honesty, abuse, ability, focus, etc. that might be difficult for 
young children to understand are simplified through folk narratives. In the data, the value of respect 
was running through where the participants learnt to respect other people regardless of their status, 
class, or age. Additionally, participants learnt to respect other people’s belongings knowing that by so 
doing they promote social cohesion and ubuntu (humanness) values. They also learnt to respect 
animals. The habit of laziness is discouraged because a person who is lazy misses opportunities that 
could change his or her life for the better. Participants confirmed that they learnt to be cautious and to 
think hard before they accept what other people tell them. The concept of wisdom was introduced to 
them through a number of characters; that is, in folk narratives where wisdom, quick and deep thinking 
saved the characters’ lives.  

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
I acknowledge the South African National Research Foundation (NRF) that is funding the research 
project titled, “Integrating African folklore in the pedagogy of Life Skills-based school curriculum” 
where the data for this paper came from. NRF is also funding my trip to attend the EDULEARN 2017 
Conference in Spain. However, the views in this paper are those of the author and not NRF. 

REFERENCES 
[1] T. Buthelezi, “Providing Leadership for Managing HIV and AIDS in Schools”  in Dealing with HIV 

and AIDS in the classroom Dealing with HIV and AIDS in the Classroom” in (L. Wood ed.),  
pp.109-128. Somerset West, Cape Town: Juta, 2013. 

[2] Worldbank, Education and HIV and AIDS, A window of hope. Washington. WorldBank, 2002. 

[3] M.M.M. Mugambi & R.K. Muthiu, Influence of structural context on implementation of secondary 
school life skills curriculum in Kajiado County, International Journal of Education and Research, 
193, pp.1-23. 

[4] M.J. Kelly, Planning for education in the context of HIV and AIDS. Paris: UNESCO/IIEP, 2000. 

[5] A. Gillespie, Skills-based health education to prevent HIV and AIDS. The case against 
integration coverage. NY: UNICEF, 2002. 

[6] T. Boler & P. Aggleton, Life skills education for HIV prevention: a critical analysis. London, Save 
the Children and ActionAid International, 2005.  

[7] N.R. Komunda, Education as a “social vaccine” in the fight against HIV and AIDS: Is Uganda 
meeting the challenge? Term Paper Semester II, Spring, 2007. 

[8] D. Banda, Education for All (EFA) and African indigenous knowledge systems (AIKS). The case 
of the Chewa people of Zambia. Saarbrucken: Lambert Academic Publishing, 2008. 

[9] D. Banda & W.J. Morgan, Folklore as an instrument of education among the Chewa people of 
Zambia. International Review Education, 2013. 

[10] C. Bertram & I. Christiansen, Understanding research, an introduction to reading research. 
Pretoria: Van Schaik Publishers, 2014. 

[11] E. Babbie & J. Mouton, The practice of social research. Cape Town: Oxford University Press, 
2002. 

[12] C.T. Msimang, Kusadliwa Ngoludala, Pietremaritzburg: Shuter & Shooter, 1991. 

6776




