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Abstract

There is a dearth of scholarship on refugee education particularly the way in which 
learners navigate a new curriculum in the host country. The purpose of this study is to 
explore Zimbabwean learners’ experiences of curricula transition at a refugee school in 
South Africa. The study was performed using a qualitative case study, and its paradig-
matic position was interpretive. Bronfenbrenner’s Social Ecological Model was used as a 
theoretical framework. Ten participants were purposively selected to participate in semi-
structured interviews. The study found that refugee learners’ experiences of curricula 
transition manifest in three categories: content, contextual and conceptual experiences. It 
is concluded that providing education to refugee learners without giving them the neces-
sary support, which is needed for them to adapt to a new curriculum, is tantamount to 
setting them up for a failure.

Keywords: refugee, learners, curriculum, experiences

1. Introduction

The word “curriculum” comes from the Latin word ‘currere’, meaning to run a course” [1]. 

From that context, curriculum can be defined as a race course. With time, a race course became 
a course of study. Curriculum entails any material that the school intends to let children experi-

ence [2]. Curriculum is everything in the sense that it can be understood as historical, political, 

racial, gendered, phenomenological, post-modern and autobiographical [3]. It is everything that 

happens to a learner in the past, present and future [1]. Curriculum is viewed as thought and 

something that we live; hence, it is autobiographical [4]. It can also be viewed as components 

that students ought to know in the teaching and learning process [5]. Curriculum is something 

that is overlooked with refugee learners, yet it is very consequential in their educational lives.
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One of the fundamental challenges faced by refugee children in schools is adaptation to a new 

curriculum. Children will be accustomed to the curriculum used in their home country, which 

could have striking differences with the one they have to follow in the host country. Issues 
faced by refugee learners include having to adapt to the new curriculum in the host country 

[6]. French-speaking Black African-born students who entered Canada as refugees were inte-

grated in Canadian schools [7]. They viewed the curricula as incompatible with their needs 

and what they were used to studying.

There is an increasing recognition that many educational environments have been failing to 

meet the needs of refugee children, especially curriculum related, such as assisting them to 

adapt [8]. Learners are often mainstreamed in schools, and it is up to them to adapt. Some 

children find it hard to fit into the new educational system, which results in frustration and 
failure to perform in school. Refugee children who went to attend schooling in Australia had 
problems with the curriculum, which was new and completely different from what they were 
used to studying. This resulted in frustration with, and alienation from, their mainstream 

schools [9].

In a situation where refugee children struggle to come to terms with curricula in the host 

country, schools have a critical role to play in helping learners to have a smooth curricular 

transition from their home to the host country [10]. Learners require additional support from 

teachers so that they understand differences that exist between what they used to study and 
what they will actually be studying. Zimbabwean refugee learners did not receive any form of 

support to adapt to a new curriculum when they joined a school of refugees in South Africa. 

Children were used to following their localised Zimbabwean curriculum, which was not the 

same as the Cambridge curriculum, which they were using at a school of refugees in South 

Africa.

In order to understand Zimbabwean learners’ experiences of curricular transition, it is criti-

cal to illuminate the curriculum changes that occurred in their country (Zimbabwe). This 

is important because learners who joined a refugee school in South Africa were familiar 

with the Zimbabwean curriculum, which was developed along the lines of the Cambridge 

system.

Before Zimbabwe gained independence in 1980, its curricula, including examinations, were 

controlled by the University of Cambridge in the United Kingdom [11]. Shortly after Zimbabwe 

gained its independence, the country was determined to run its curricula and set its own 

examinations locally. There was a smooth transition of the curriculum from Cambridge to 

Zimbabwe School Examinations Council (ZIMSEC).

The localisation of examinations occurred from 1984 to 1994, and emphasis was initially 

on the ordinary-level examinations [12]. Refugee children who participated in this study 

did not have experience in the Cambridge curriculum while they were in Zimbabwe. Some 

were born in 1995, the time when localisation had already begun. However, their edu-

cation was heavily inspired by the lingering influence of the Cambridge curriculum in 
Zimbabwe [11].

Immigration and Development138



1.1. Theoretical framework

A theoretical framework guiding this study is the Bronfenbrenner’s Social Ecological Model. At 

the heart of the Social Ecological Model is a view that interaction of people in different systems 
is inevitable in a developing child [13]. Similarly, interaction of refugee learners is inevitable 

when they strive to adapt to a new curriculum in the host country. An experience of curricular 

transition among refugee children is a product of interaction among different stakeholders [14]. 

The model highlights that during the process of human growth and development, a person 

interacts with microsystems, mesosystems, exosystems, macrosystems and chronosystems [15].

The microsystem entails a child’s interaction with proximal settings of parents, teachers, prin-

cipal and peers [13]. Mesosystem is a system that shows the interaction of microsystems [16]. 

An exosystem is defined as: “One or more settings that do not involve the developing person 
as an active participant, but in which events occur that affect, or are affected by, what happens 
in the setting containing the developing person” [15]. The exosystem also refers to the influ-

ence that a community has [16].

The macrosystem can be seen as the norms, values, attitudes, beliefs and ideologies, which 
someone gets from the society in which he/she lives. It can be viewed as a societal blueprint 

for a particular culture [15]. The chronosystem summarises the length of time and how it 

relates to the interactions between micro-, meso-, exo- and macrosystems and their influences 
on the growth and development of a child [14].

2. Methodology

The study adopted a qualitative research approach. The approach was ideal because it allowed 

the researcher to collect data by interacting extensively and closely with participants during the 

study. Qualitative research enables a researcher to interact with respondents in order to gain 

insight about the nature of a particular phenomenon [17].

The paradigmatic position for this study was interpretive. Every qualitative research has an 

interpretive perspective, which focuses on uncovering participants’ views [18]. The paradigm 

was chosen because it allowed the researcher to acquire information by engaging in a dialogue 

with participants. The study was conducted in the form of a case study design. A case study 

was preferred because it provides an in-depth description and exploration of a specific subject 
that is under study [19]. The study was conducted at a refugee school in Johannesburg, South 

Africa. The school has accompanied and unaccompanied refugee children from different 
African countries. It has both primary and secondary education, which follows Curriculum 

Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS) and the Cambridge curriculum, respectively.

In almost all qualitative research, purposive sampling is adopted in which researchers use 

their judgement to select a sample that they believe, based on prior information, will pro-

vide the data they need [20]. In this study, “purposive sampling”, a qualitative sampling 
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procedure which allows the researcher to deliberately select participants, a learning site and 

research techniques, was used [21]. Purposive sampling was used to select 10 participants: 

one principal, four teachers and five learners. The principal was selected to explain how and 
why the school adapted the Cambridge curriculum. Teachers were selected to elucidate learn-

ers’ experiences of curricular transition. Zimbabwean learners who were in form four were 

selected to explain their experiences of changing curricula from ZIMSEC to Cambridge.

Data were collected using documentary reviews, semi-structured interviews with each of the 

participants and a focus group discussion with all learners. Data were analysed using con-

tent analysis. Ethical issues were observed by obtaining ethical clearances from the university 

and refugee school. The purpose of the study was explained to all participants. They were 

informed that they were free to withdraw from the study at any point in time. Consent forms 

were signed, and pseudonyms were used to ensure confidentiality. Validity and trustworthi-
ness were ensured by a pilot study, which was done to test the instruments. Transcribed data 

were taken back to participants to show how their voices were captured. This was done to 

enhance trustworthiness of the study.

3. Findings

3.1. Curriculum at a refugee school

The school offers a full educational programme for primary and secondary education to chil-
dren of all ages. The following subjects are taught at Chitate Street School of Refugees (pseud-

onym): Maths, English language, Science, Life skills/orientation, Computers, Art and craft, 

Music, Drama, Physical education, Commerce, Geography, History, English literature, Bible 

knowledge/Divinity, Accounts, Business Management and Sociology. The refugee curricu-

lum was slightly modified by the school management team to incorporate life skills/orienta-

tion, computer studies, music and drama, arts and physical education, which are done by 

learners from Grade 3 to Form 4 [22].

According to the principal, primary and secondary school learners do different curricula 
at the school. The primary level, which extends from Grades 1 to 7, follows South Africa’s 

CAPS. The secondary school level follows the Cambridge curriculum, which is completely 

different from the CAPS. The principal said: “The decision to use Cambridge in the secondary 
school was agreed upon by the school (teachers and Bishop) and refugee community”.

The principal explained reasons why the school decided to adapt the Cambridge curriculum:

The school teachers and refugee community decided to follow the Cambridge curriculum for 

three main reasons:

i. The Cambridge curriculum is international. Certificates obtained through Cambridge are 
accepted everywhere in the world. Since the school has children from 12 different coun-

tries, it was agreed by the Bishop, parents and teachers and refugee community that the 

Cambridge curriculum was better than CAPS because it enables children to go back to their 
home countries and integrate into tertiary education or the job market without problems.
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ii. At the school’s inception, there were children and teachers from Zimbabwe only. Cur-

rently, the majority of learners and all teachers are refugees from Zimbabwe. This was 

another reason for adapting the Cambridge curriculum because of very high numbers of 

Zimbabwean children in the school. Chitate Street School adopted the Cambridge system 

because of its closeness to the ZIMSEC as compared to CAPS or any other curriculum.

iii. Learners were rejected by South African schools because they did not have identity and 

refugee documents. This meant that learners were not going to be eligible to write South 

Africa’s matric examinations. This was different from the British-based Cambridge cur-

riculum, which allowed learners to write examinations without necessarily having refu-

gee status papers.

The Cambridge curriculum is studied by learners who are in secondary school. Whenever 
it is examination time, the school registers with the British Council, which is located in 

Johannesburg.

3.1.1. Refugee learners’ experiences of curricular transition

There are many issues occurring around the curriculum at Chitate Street School. Refugee 

learners from Zimbabwe experienced what can be described as curriculum switching. Every 

Zimbabwean learner at Chitate Street School changed curricula at least twice. That is, from 

ZIMSEC offered in Zimbabwe to Cambridge, which is studied at a refugee school in South 
Africa. One may think that refugee children had a smooth curricular transition from ZIMSEC 

to Cambridge because the two curricula have a lot of similarities since the latter influenced 
the former. Despite so many similarities between Cambridge and ZIMSEC, all teachers unani-

mously agreed that curricular switching experienced by children affected their performance. 
Refugee learners from Zimbabwe experienced contextual, content and conceptual differences 
between ZIMSEC and Cambridge.

3.1.1.1. Learners’ contextual experiences of curricula

ZIMSEC and Cambridge curricula use different contextual orientations. While ZIMSEC 
contextualises its phenomena to Southern African countries in general, and Zimbabwe 

in particular, Cambridge focuses on global issues. Where learners would give western 
examples in the Cambridge curriculum, they are required to use local examples (from 

Zimbabwe and Southern Africa) in the ZIMSEC. In all subjects, ZIMSEC would require 

learners to have comprehensive understanding of issues surrounding Southern Africa 

and to have a little bit of reference to Western countries. This is contrary to Cambridge 
which requires learners to understand what is happening in the whole world including all 

African countries.

In Geography, the Cambridge curriculum is designed in a way that children learn world 

Geography, which makes them imagine things in a world view. A geography teacher said:

Cambridge curriculum is designed in a way that children learn topography of the whole world for 

example, prairies of Canada. On the contrary, ZIMSEC required children to be in touch with reality 

of geographical features in Southern Africa. For example, they learnt about Table Mountain in Cape 

Town, South Africa or Mountain Kilimanjaro in Tanzania.
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Zimbabwean children who were used to localised information in the ZIMSEC had a challenge 

of adjusting to the world view, which is a pre-requisite of the Cambridge curriculum. Children 

struggle to understand the switch of curricula from locally based to international examples. 

There was a similar challenge in conducting experiments in science. A science teacher said:

My learners were used to ZIMSEC where they would use locally available plants such as a potato when 
carrying out an experiment of osmosis in science. This is different from Cambridge which requires 
learners to use rubab (a foreign plant) to demonstrate the movement of molecules from a region of high 
to low water concentration. Children did not know what rubab was. They thought that osmosis could 
be done with a potato only. They did not know that the use of a potato in ZIMSEC was a way of using 
readily available fleshy plants. Such minor differences confuse children and they require a lot of help to 
fully understand the Cambridge curriculum.

Learners’ confusion about the curricular switching happens at different levels, depending on 
how long they have been doing ZIMSEC. A learner who was doing ZIMSEC longer is likely 

to be more confused because he/she is used to localised information. A geography teacher 

gave an example of a student who experienced learning through ZIMSEC longer than the 

Cambridge curriculum. The teacher said:

One student joined the school from Zimbabwe a few months before writing Cambridge examinations. 
He did not do well in the geography examination although he had all the notes that he got from his 
teachers in Zimbabwe. He did not know that he was supposed to have a broader view since it was going 
to be Cambridge he was going to sit for.

Another teacher challenged the view that learners with a long experience of ZIMSEC are 

likely to find it more difficult at Chitate Street School. The teacher argued that ZIMSEC is 
more challenging than Cambridge. Hence, a child who did ZIMSEC longer is likely to find 
Cambridge easier as long as he understands contextual differences, which exist between the 
two curricula. In some instances, it was noted that major curricula differences, which children 
were experiencing, were as a result of the content.

3.1.1.2. Learners’ experiences of curricula content

Refugee children experienced a slight change of content when they changed curriculum from 

ZIMSEC to Cambridge. There are some minor differences, which exist between ZIMSEC and 
Cambridge curricula in terms of content. There are some topics that are in ZIMSEC but not 

in the Cambridge curriculum. Sometimes both curricula may have a common topic, but the 

depth of content would be different.

A science teacher said:

A challenge that Zimbabwean children had is that when they first see a topic that the teacher was going 
to teach, they think that it will be easy and it contains everything that they were doing in their country. 
Some children may say that they had already covered the topics and may not take the lesson seriously 
because they had the background. But, when I did a revision with them, they began to wonder and ask 
where some of the unfamiliar information was coming from. An example of this is, children used to work 
out only word equations in the ZIMSEC syllabus, but they are required to work out both word and 
chemical equations in Cambridge. That confuses learners. They wonder where some unfamiliar topics 
and concepts were emerging from.
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The transition of curricula from ZIMSEC to Cambridge is a big challenge to learners because 

they were used to studying basic ideas about specific topics. This is different from the 
Cambridge approach, which is emphatic on some themes. Sometimes learners would not 

know the areas that they have to study in-depth. One learner said:

I find it difficult to understand the topics which we have to go into greater detail with. Sometimes we 
would think that we exhausted the question in a test, but we score low. Teachers guide us to provide 

more details and international examples.

Teachers observed that Zimbabwean learners were sometimes failing to score higher in tests. 

This was not because they were not studying hard, but they misunderstood the Cambridge 

syllabus. One teacher said:

At first, learners from Zimbabwe struggled with the Cambridge because they thought it was exactly 
the same as ZIMSEC which they were familiar with. But, as time lapsed, they began to understand 

the slight differences which exist. Despite the fact that learners know that there are slight differences 
between the two curricula, some of them still made some errors of writing examples which apply to the 

ZIMSEC.

The Cambridge curriculum is very challenging to learners. One learner said: “I find the 
Zimbabwean curriculum easier than the Cambridge. It is not easy to adjust to the Cambridge, 

but I am coping because we have Zimbabwean teachers. We understand their English and 
they understand us very well”.

Zimbabwean learners encountered subject content, which was different from what they were 
familiar with in their home country. In the Religious Studies subject, a learner explained con-

tent differences: “I used to do synoptic gospels at school (Gospels of Matthew, Mark and 
Luke) during Bible knowledge studies. But here, the curriculum allows us to do only one 

gospel (Gospel according to Luke) and Acts of the Apostles”. The Bible knowledge teacher 

similarly argues that children from Zimbabwe are faced with the challenge of doing a new 

book of the Bible (Acts of the Apostles). They find it challenging because they were used to 
only doing synoptic gospels.

Learners were acquainted with the ZIMSEC curriculum, which offered a variety of subjects 
including practicals. They showed a great desire for practical subjects, which are not offered 
at a refugee school in South Africa. One learner said: “We do not have practical subjects (in 
our current curriculum) which we used to do back home. These subjects include technical 

graphics, woodwork, metalwork, fashion and fabrics, food and nutrition and building stud-

ies”. Another learner said: “The school does not offer technical graphics which I was very 
good at in Zimbabwe. I do not have any practical subject which I am doing at the moment 

except computers”.

3.1.1.3. Learners’ conceptual experiences of the curricula

Teachers unanimously pointed out that the ZIMSEC and Cambridge curricula have concep-

tual differences, which make it difficult for children to understand. The two curricula treat 
similar concepts differently. For example, a history teacher said:
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The conceptualisation of Stone Age and Iron Age in ZIMSEC and Cambridge curricula is different. 
Learners used to understand Stone Age and Iron Age from an African point of view which is not the 

same as a Western perspective in the Cambridge. Similarly, children were acquainted with the topic 

of empires from the Afrocentric perspective in the ZIMSEC. Afrocentric empires in the ZIMSEC are 

arranged in a way that the King would be at the top, chiefs would be underneath and sub-chiefs at the 

bottom. Although the Eurocentric empireship is arranged hierarchically (like African), it has completely 
different concepts from the Afrocentric. Empireship in Europe is arranged in such a way that an Em-

peror would be at the top. Underneath, there would be lords and knights would be at the bottom.

Children find it challenging to understand the Eurocentric approach, which is different 
from the Afrocentric approach. The switch of curricula has impacted on children’s learning. 

Learners find their experience of curriculum switching confusing. They are confused by some 
minor differences, which exist between ZIMSEC and Cambridge. A form four learner who 
has been at Chitate Street School for two terms said:

Some of the Cambridge information is very confusing. It is difficult to remember what principle to ap-

ply which is needed by Cambridge. We may end up confusing Cambridge and ZIMSEC. Sometimes I 

fail tests not because I did not study hard, but I get confused by the ZIMSEC and Cambridge concepts.

4. Discussion

The content, contextual and conceptual differences, which refugee children experienced at 
Chitate Street School form part of the microsystem in the Social Ecological Model. The micro-

system entails a developing child interacting with proximal settings including the school and 
curricula [23]. Refugee learners interacted with teachers on a different subject matter and with 
the entire environment. This resonates with Schubert’s conceptualisation of curriculum as the 

continuous interaction among the four common places: teachers, learners, subject matter and 
the milieu [24]. Interaction of refugee children with the people in their surroundings is inevi-

table during curriculum transition. Children will consult different school stakeholders about 
content of the new curriculum.

Content is considered a central concern in curriculum transition [1]. It is selected in terms 

of the readiness and interest level of the learners [25]. Pinar et al. looked at curriculum con-

tent as learning experiences, which have to be meticulously selected in order to attain stipu-

lated objectives [2]. The content of the curriculum at a refugee school in South Africa was 

meticulously selected by parents, teachers and the community. When parents, teachers and 
the community decide a curriculum for children to learn, this forms the mesosystem, which, 

according to Bronfenbrenner, occurs when there is an interaction of microsystems between 

parents and teachers [15].

The involvement of a community in deciding a curriculum to adopt at a refugee school is a 

fundamental component of an exosystem in the Social Ecological Model. When a community 
makes decisions, which directly or indirectly impact on the education of refugee children, that 

would form an exosystem [26]. Although a community might not have direct communication 

with school children, its influence is greatly felt all the times [13].

Immigration and Development144



The way in which the curriculum decision was made by the school and refugee community 

resonates with the ideas of Marsh and Willis who state that there are two focal points around 
which decisions about curricula can be made [27]. The first focal point is the nature of society. 
The curriculum takes into consideration the nature of the society so that it covers them in 

order to make students learn more about what is happening in their environments. The sec-

ond focal point around which decisions about curricula can be made is the question raised by 

Marsh and Willis of whether the curriculum caters for the needs and interests of individual 
learners [27]. Cambridge was pointed out as the right curriculum for children because of 

potential benefits that it had for every learner. The curriculum is comprehensive in terms of 
its content, aims and objectives, and assessment standards [28].

The view of the principal of Chitate Street School that Cambridge was chosen because the 

Zimbabwean population, which constituted the dominant group was in favour of it, con-

curs with literature. The school curriculum at any one time reflects the values of the domi-
nant group in society and thus tends to serve this group while marginalising the others [29]. 

The Cambridge curriculum was supported mainly because at the schools’ inception, it had 

only Zimbabwean learners and teachers. The curricular transition which was experienced by 

Zimbabwean learners forms the macrosystem in the Bronfenbrenner’s model. The macrosys-

tem is formed by the way children experienced a change of curricula at the national level from 

ZIMSEC offered in Zimbabwe to the Cambridge, which is used at a refugee school in South 
Africa. The time period during which refugee children arrived in the host country and began 

to negotiate a new curriculum is an element of the chronosystem. The chronosystem among 

refugee children occurs when they are in the host country and encountering new educational 

experiences [26].

5. Conclusion

Refugee children seldom triumph in African schools. This is not because they are not dili-

gent but they lack basic support to ensure smooth curricular transition in the host country. 

There is a strong need for schools to support refugee children [10]. This constitutes inclusive 

education. Providing education to refugee children without giving them necessary support, 

which is needed for them to adapt to a new curriculum, is tantamount to setting them up for 
a failure.
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