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INTRODUCTION/FOREWORD
This is our first edition of Future Researchers @ UWC magazine and I am delighted to launch this publication.
This first edition highlights the achievements of some of our emerging academics, researchers and students.
As we continue to position ourselves as a research led university it is important that we allow the voices of all
stakeholders to be heard. Through this magazine we hope to share the work that our emerging researchers are
doing and the contribution that they make towards the institution.

The seeds we plant as leaders in the
hearts and minds of younger
generations will contribute to the
sustainability of the institution.
I hope that more young researchers will share their work with us and that through this magazine we will be able
to connect possibilities and find opportunities to grow future research at the university. As you page through
the magazine perhaps you can connect with Dr Christians in the area of evidence based public policy in South
Africa focusing on access to healthcare, health inequalities, and health-seeking behaviour. Or you may be more
interested in looking at Impostor Phenomenon (IP) among academic staff in higher education
institutions in South Africa with Ms Simons. As we all have to wear masks for COVID –
the question might be what is behind the mask? Moving further into virtual and
augmented reality are young researchers like Ms Emma Wagener and Mr Viljoen.
These young researchers experience various challenges but we hope to create an
enabling environment to support them to be successful on their journey.

Prof José Frantz
Deputy Vice-Chancellor: Research and Innovation

CARMEN CHRISTIAN
PUBLIC HEALTH, ECONOMICS & LIVING THE DREAM
As a lecturer and researcher in UWC’s Department of Economics, Carmen
Christian has worked hard to contribute research that impacts health policies
and health outcomes. The Developing the Scholar programme has helped
her do just that.

It’s a dream come true.
Carmen Christian is passionate about understanding public health issues in South Africa.
She has an inter-disciplinary background in
health sciences and economics, with a BSc in
Physiotherapy and PhD in Economics - and
spent over seven years working in South Africa’s
public and private health sectors.
A lecturer in the department of economics in
UWC’s Faculty of Economic and Management
Sciences since she left the private health sector in
2011, Carmen strives to contribute research that
impacts health policies and health outcomes.
Carmen’s Developing the Scholar Programme
experience began when she was invited to
present her PhD research (on demand and
supply constraints to early TB detection in South
Africa) at an international symposium held at the
London School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine
in April 2019. At the time there were limited
international travel funding opportunities for
emerging researchers.
The DTS Programme was just the thing she was
looking for. After writing a motivational letter to
join the programme, she was supported with
some travel allowance. But that was just the
beginning.
“The Developing the Scholar Programme
went far beyond travel support,” she
says. “The programme included a
comprehensive range of modules that
were geared towards developing
emerging researchers.”
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“The structure and module content of DTS,
as well as its high-calibre participants, make
the programme very effective,” she says.
“Participants make a commitment to attend
several modules: introduction to coaching
and career management, how to conduct a
systematic review, how to be a good supervisor,
preparing a poster and platform presentation,
and preparing for promotion.”
The DTS Programme taught Carmen to own her
space and get out of her comfort zone.

Applying DTS To Achieve Dreams
Carmen’s research is applied in nature, and
contributes
to
evidencebased public
policy
in
the South
African
context.
Her
PhD
explored
demand and

supply constraints to early TB detection in South
Africa, and she conducts research into matters
such as, access to healthcare, health inequalities,
and health-seeking behaviour.
In April 2020 - a year after the conference that
brought her to the DTS Programme - Carmen
was approached to be part of a multi-disciplinary
and inter-institutional research team (Health and
COVID-19: https://cramsurvey.org/about/) that
responds to the research needs of the novel
coronavirus pandemic in South Africa. The team
has released several important papers, and
Carmen is currently working on getting her next
paper published.

“ I can honestly say that I’m already living my
dream. I have the privilege of contributing to
research that makes a positive difference to
health policy - and health outcomes - in South
Africa.”
She encourages other UWC staff members to
join the DTS programme - particularly if they’re
completing their PhDs while working.
“The programme was unlike any other offering
that I have seen while working as an academic.”
she says. “If you’re serious about developing as
an emerging researcher, then this programme is
for you.”

“All DTS participants were challenged to take up this call. For

me, this meant having hard and uncomfortable conversations at
times. However, I’ve come to learn that sometimes discomfort
is necessary when growing into one’s own space.” she explains.
“Owning my space is a daily challenge for me, but I persevere,

”

www.freepik.com/pch.vector

and have the hard conversations that may come with it.
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KAASHIEFA MOBARAK
LEARNING (AND SHARING) WHAT EXPERTISE IS FOR
As a lecturer in the EMS Faculty’s Extended Curriculum Programme, and as
a participant in the DTS programme, Kaashiefa Mobarak is passionate about
reviewing teaching and learning for the production of qualifications that are
truly relevant to economies.
ECP (Extended Curriculum Programme) since June 2015 was one of the
participants taking part of the DTS Programme.
Kaashiefa Mobarak has always been involved in
the field of human capital development across
various economic sectors as a consultant and
facilitator in organizational development, with
her main focus being about transformation,
strategy and knowledge acquisition.
As a lecturer in the EMS Faculty’s Extended
Curriculum Programme, she’s passionate
about reviewing teaching and learning for
the production of qualifications that are truly
relevant to economies.
Her own educational journey has been a long
and winding one.
“I registered for a PhD at the University of
Johannesburg in 2007, under Professor Adam
Habib’s Division, Leadership and Humanities,”
she recalls. “But due to family responsibility, I
had to move back to Cape Town in 2008 with
the intention to pursue my PhD studies at the
University of the Western Cape.”
Unfortunately, it didn’t quite work out.
Two EMS (Economics and Management Science)
deans and three EMS departments later, she
attempted to register at Stellebosch University
(too Afrikaans), and then attempted to register
at UWC again in 2010 – to no avail. In 2017, she
registered for her PhD with the assistance of an
international supervisor, Dr Kamila Ludwikowska,
Wroclaw University of Science and Technology,
Poland.
“I had to re-do my original PhD proposal in order
to fit within her profile and expertise,” she says.
“Her online availability became challenging and
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I continued on my own, with assistance from
Dr Abdul-Razack Kariem of the Department for
Social Development.”
It was a tough time - and the Developing the
Scholar Programme came as a blessing in
disguise.
The development sessions and support provided
on the DTS programme allowed her to finish her
data collection over the period 2018 and midyear 2019, and guided her through the follow-up
steps.
“I have attended other programmes in my
personal and work capacities –
but the DTS programme is the
best PhD development
programme I have
attended” she says.
“It’s helped me
quickly accomplish
many things that
took years to
finish.”

DTS
Shows
What Expertise
Means
The DTS Programme
has helped Kaashiefa
build her skills and
confidence
as
an
academic, a lecturer and
a researcher – she hadn’t
even been aware of
the
possibilities

of platforms like Researchgate before – and
presenting at national and international
conferences has overcome her fear of public
speaking.
“I‘m more confident now because I understand
what the expertise means, whereas I was quite
clueless about the relevance of it all before,” she
reflects. “And I realise my ‘voice and expertise’
are of interest to others – nationally and
internationally – because of the interest shown
by others.”
It hasn’t always been easy. Kaashiefa found that
the work-related responsibilities and not getting
sufficient time off to commit to the demand
of the programme was quite tough. But it was
worth it.

“This programme is

not for the faint-hearted,
but really has been
developed for those
people who do not
have the luxury or the

“The DTS programme came as a blessing in
disguise for me, resulting in me completing
my PhD in December 2020 - God willing,” she
says. “Prospective candidates or participants
should commit to not allow personal or work life
challenges to stop them from committing to the
DTS programme challenges,” she encourages.

time to fail,” she says.

Kaashiefa’s research topic is on Employer
concerns with the quality of the skills and
knowledge of recently employed graduates
in South Africa: Description, Analysis and
Implications for University Education, Public
Policy and Practice.

required is to work smart

“Professor Frantz is just one of those amazing
female leaders who selflessly pushes individuals
to success,” Kaashiefa says. “She provides
the necessary opportunity, interest and
encouragement for any candidate willing to
succeed. This accolade will be for and because
of her.”

“Everything necessary
is provided – all that is
and effectively within
the given and self-

”

developed timelines.

www.freepik.com/pikisuperstar

It may be challenging,
but Kaashiefa encourages
candidates who are serious
about achieving academic
and career success to
grab the DTS Programme
opportunity with all four
limbs.
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ABIGAIL SIMONS
CDPP RESEARCHER AND PHD STUDENT
Abigail Simons may study impostor syndrome, but she’s anything but.
Recently returned to the field of psychology as a researcher in the Centre for
Diversity in Psychological Practice at UWC, she’s currently doing her PhD in
the Psychology Department.
There are various Global Citizenship Niche areas
and the Centre for Diversity in Psychological
Practice (CDPP) is one of them. Abigail is a
researcher in the CDPP and works together
with the Champion of the Centre (Prof Michelle
Andipatin).
“My role involves several tasks including project
administration, the coordination of research
projects from the conceptualisation phase
to the dissemination phase. I also liaise with
our international and national partners and
stakeholders. Additionally, I supervise Honours
and Masters students within the Centre,” she
explains.
An HPCSA registered research psychologist,
Abigail was employed at the South African
Medical Research Council (SAMRC), in the
Violence, Injury and Peace Research Unit for a
few years. She obtained her Masters degree in
research psychology in 2016 - the same year the
Centre for Diversity in Psychological Practices
(CDPP) at UWC was established, in partnership
with three international institutions: Christ
University in India, the University of Toronto,
Canada and the University of Verona, Italy.
The mandate of the CDPP is to examine how
diverse identities and cultures are subtly
excluded in theory, methods and praxis.
“We are positioned to address issues of
diversity and inclusion within various
interventions,” Abigail explains. “In a key
project we examine how professional
psychology
training
programmes
continue to draw on and utilize, Western,
Eurocentric models when training
and preparing Masters students
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for Psychological Practice within very diverse
contexts. We also explore how teaching staff
construct notions of cultural responsiveness, and
how this in turn influences how they teach and
what they teach.”
Fittingly, the CDPP is a cross-disciplinary
endeavour, incorporating academics from
three departments across faculties at UWC:
Educational Psychology in the Faculty of
Education, Psychology in the Faculty of
Community and Health Sciences, and Industrial
Psychology in the Faculty of Economics of
Management Sciences.
Abigail has had great experiences being a part
of the CDPP.

“The biggest highlight so far was our research
collaboration visit to the USA in 2019,” she says.
“We visited Duquesne University in Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania and a non-profit organisation in
The Bronx, New York called HERE to HERE to
initiate scholarly collaborations, exchange of
research and scholarly knowledge.”
Perfecting Psychology and Investigating the
Impostor Phenomenon
Abigail is now pursuing her PhD in psychology
- hopefully to be completed by the end of 2022.
Abigail’s PhD study aims to explore the Impostor
Phenomenon (IP) among academic staff in higher
education institutions in South Africa. IP, also
known as impostor syndrome, is the experience
of fraudulent thoughts and the inability to
internally attribute personal achievement.
“Individuals tend to question their professional
identity and competency within their careers,
resulting in heightened emotional and cognitive
anxiety concerning their ability to take credit
for their success,” she explains “In essence, I
am wanting to explore this phenomenon within
academia and identify the events or situations
that trigger IP in academic staff, and explore
how this affects their perceptions of their own
professional identity and self.”

“The biggest challenge for me was finding that
balance between working full-time and working
on my PhD. I see the proposal development
phase as the most important part of doing a
PhD as this phase lays the foundation. So, it has
been challenging in terms of conceptualising
the project, however, I am lucky to have really
good supervisors who provide me with so much
support, but at the same time challenges me to
think critically about my topic.”
Despite her challenges while being a full time
researcher and a PhD student she knew that this
will be a great achievement.
“I think that it is important that you think carefully
about why you would like to pursue your PhD
and whether having a PhD will be invaluable to
your career progression,” she advises.
Abigail encourages those interested in getting
their PhD to choose their supervisor/s wisely.
“You will be working very closely with your
supervisors for a few years, so I think having
someone whom you feel comfortable with,
who is knowledgeable about your topic
and the methodology, and having someone
who provides you with the needed support
throughout this journey is important.”

Impostor phenomenon or not, the PhD journey
can be a challenging one.

“One of the reasons why I decided to take on this
journey was because I knew that having a PhD will help
me to progress in my career as a researcher and an

”

academic.
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SAREL VILJOEN
REALLY DEVELOPING AN AUGMENTED REALITY SCHOLAR
UWC Information Systems Lecturer Sarel Viljoen has been teaching about
technology for nearly 20 years. But taking part in the Developing the Scholar
programme took his work to the next level. DVC: Research & Innovation
caught up with him to find out about his DTS experience.

Hard work pays off
Sarel Viljoen has always had an interest in new
technologies. As a lecturer in the Department
of Information Systems in UWC’s Economic and
Management Sciences Faculty, he’s spent two
decades teaching students about computer
science and information systems. But when he
chanced upon an invite to join the Developing
the Scholar Programme, he knew he had to join.

structured as it follows a dedicated schedule.
He also mentioned that this Programme
was effective as he got time off to focus on
proposal/article writing (many times away from
campus) and attending various workshops that
forces one to become active, to engage with
colleagues from other Faculties and to deliver
the requested outcomes.

“As an academic one tends to focus so much on
teaching and learning that you forget to spend
time on self-development, promotion and
research,” he mentioned.

The participation and friendships built with other
colleagues at UWC also made it worthwhile.

DVC: Research & Innovation had the privilege
to ask Mr Viljoen some questions on his
experience during and after taking part of the
DTS programme.
Intrigued by the recent advances in Virtual
Reality & Augmented Reality, Viljoen had already
completed the PGDip: E-Skills Development
that focused on these technologies. That
allowed him to determine a focus area for his
research and took him closer to officially starting
his PHD research topic.
“I want to develop a framework to guide
academics to develop VR & AR content which
would ensure that it is the best use case for a
particular group of students,” he explained.
Viljoen
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very

“It is nice to move out of your departmental/
faculty
‘bubble’
and
engaging with others.
By participating in
this programme, you
can rest assured that
the team and Prof
Frantz are there to
support you all the
way – to encourage
you when you need it,
and to help you
to develop
and to

promote yourself. They have really opened my
eyes to so many new aspects of being a true
academic.”
Since Sarel Viljoen took the DTS programme
he has grown in many ways. He has completed
the PGDip: E-Skills Development (Summa
Cum Laude), overcoming the fear of rejection
when he successfully published an article in an
international journal and has been accepted to
present a paper at an international conference.
He had the opportunity to go to a conference
in Pretoria to learn about new innovative
technologies related to teaching and learning
(from cases presented by other universities)
focusing on his interest in Virtual (VR) and
Augmented Reality (AR).
But doing the DTS Programme wasn’t all sunshine
and roses – there were some tough challenges,
too. The most obvious one: managing the
workload.

“At times it was very tough to set time apart to
focus on the DTS programme especially when
there were test and exam papers due, student
queries and various other department related
activities,” he explained.
The DTS Programme has helped Mr Viljoen to
realise that there are many others that have the
same struggles and self-doubt when it comes to
taking the next step to enhance their academic
careers.
The DTS Programme has helped Viljoen to
realise that there are many others that have the
same struggles and self-doubt when it comes to
taking the next step to enhance their academic
careers.
The DTS programme has given Viljoen the
push to follow his dreams which is to finish his
proposal and to start actively on his PHD.

“At times you might feel a little

overwhelmed. And it also took me a little
longer to finish the publication of an
article aspect. But that’s okay. It shows that
everyone might be on a slightly different
trajectory – as long as you complete it in

”

the end.
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EMMA WAGENER
REALLY DEVELOPING AN AUGMENTED REALITY SCHOLAR
Emma Wagener is a researcher in the new neuroscience niche area in CHS,
where she works with academics and students across disciplines, seeing how
everything fits together to amount to something greater than the sum of its
parts.
Neuroscience is a new and emerging niche
area at UWC - but one with a great degree of
potential, as Community and Health Sciences
researcher Emma Wagener explains.

But she’s recently started her PhD as well, a study
that will be examining a measure for executive
functioning among post-stroke patients in South
Africa.

“This niche area focuses on research among
clinical populations, such as post-stroke patients,
people who have suffered traumatic brain injury,
traumatic spinal cord injury, and the neurological
impacts of diabetes mellitus.” Emma explains.
“What I love about this niche area is that we
are working across disciplines in our research.
We have research running in Physiotherapy,
Psychology, and Occupational Therapy.”

“This is an important measure to validate in
this population, as executive functioning is not
routinely or accurately assessed for the feasibility
of self-management of care post-stroke,” Emma
notes

Emma is involved in project coordination and
management, liaising with various stakeholders
such as partners, staff and students in our niche.
She really enjoys working with academics and
students from different disciplines, and seeing
how everything fits together to amount to
something greater than the sum of its parts.
“Working alongside the other niche areas and
my fellow researchers has been great. I have
thoroughly enjoyed the conceptualisation phase
of this niche area, gathering information and
establishing a base to work from and to grow,”
Emma says.
“My favourite thing to do in the world is to sink
my teeth into an analysis, so this is always a
highlight to me. I have had the opportunity to
work on some interesting data analysis in this
niche area so far.”
Emma acts as a supervisor to honours thesis
students in the psychology department, and her
Masters in Research Psychology has opened up
a world of possibilities for her. “It has equipped
me to immerse myself in research.”

10
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One of her PhD challenges so far has been
conceptualisation, establishing the exact
direction to go in, and narrowing down her
research problem and focus.
“This process has been
both challenging
and insightful,”
she says. “There
are so many
interesting
and worthy
paths to
follow, and
so many
ways to be
led astray.
The process
is rewarding
and frustrating
at the same time.”

“Choosing to start your PhD journey is a big
decision, and one that shouldn’t be rushed. On
the other hand, don’t wait forever, don’t wait
for the ‘right time’, because that time will never
really come,” Emma motivates those who are
interested in doing their PhD

It helps to have a strong support system. “It is
so important that your family and loved ones
understand what a PhD entails, and that you are
secure that you will be supported by them.”
It also helps to consider your topic carefully - and
maintain some perspective.

“Someone once told me to not make my passion

my PhD, which I thought was great advice,” she
says. “ While I am passionate about my topic, it
is also not what I want my entire identity to be.
You have your whole career to tackle your passion
project, and pushing this into the pressure of a PhD
is not always the best idea. Letting go of it might
be significantly harder this way - and the goal, after
all, is to finish!

www.freepik.com/rawpixel.com
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DR HAFENI PAMWENASE SHIKALEPO HAMAKALI
Tell us about your research.
I conducted a study titled “Assessing students
in English for Academic Purposes course: The
role of alternative assessment in language
instruction”. The study employed a qualitative
research design, along with triangulation,
where qualitative data were collected through
lecturer interviews, lesson observations, multiple
intelligence inventory, and student focus groups.
The findings reveal some factors that influence
the integration of alternative assessment in
academic writing instruction, such as lecturers
and students’ knowledge of assessment,
students’ assessment preferences, authenticity,
classroom setup, and feedback. The findings also
suggest the need for an assessment approach
that promotes fairness and inclusivity, in line
with the ideologies advocated in Gardener’s
(1984) theory of Multiple Intelligences and
Kunnan’s (2013) principles of fairness and justice.
The findings postulate that the participants’
(students and lecturers) positive attitude could
be an indication of a possibility for success in
attempts to integrate alternative assessment
in academic writing instruction. Based on the
insights generated from the findings, the study
proposed a framework that should guide the
implementation of the integration of alternative
assessment in academic writing instruction.

Why did you want to conduct research in
your field?
Throughout my teaching career, my philosophy
of teaching has always embraced pedagogy
for a purpose: That is teaching, learning, and
assessment for a purpose. I have learned and
I believe that through research, language
teaching and learning can be improved. My study
was a response and contribution to increasing
criticism of standardised tests and examinations
brought into question the value of other indirect
approaches to language assessment. It is for this
reason that language assessment scholars began
to explore alternative assessment methods
in the belief that they can yield more realistic

information about students’ achievement and
classroom instruction. Specifically, there the
purpose of my study was to explore the types
of alternative assessment used in the English for
Academic Purposes course. My study was also
intended to analyse the factors that influence
lecturers to integrate alternative assessment in
the course. Additionally, the study was focused
on the examination of the compatibility between
the types of assessment used in the course,
and the types of dominant intelligences of the
students. This aspect of the study was aimed at
assessing whether the types of assessments used
in the course are inclusively accommodative
of the pluralistic student profile in this course.
The study also investigated the participants’
attitudes towards alternative assessment.
The findings of this study could be useful in
informing language instructors, language
material developers, language teacher trainers,
and curriculum designers about the role of
alternative assessment in language programs.
The framework proposed in the
study could serve
as a guide for
designing,
planning, and
administering
alternative assessments to effectively
assess the academic
writing abilities of
students.
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What has been your defining moment
during this process?
I was always looking forward to receiving
feedback from my supervisor, Prof Sivakumar
Sivasubramania. I was impressed by his approach
to research supervision that he is consistent,
constructive,
supportive,
knowledgeable,
experienced, open-minded, punctual, and
mentor. Whenever I received a WhatsApp call or
email from him, I let go of everything and attend
to what he said. I still remember our first call
when he assured me that, “From today, you will
be my son, and you can count on me every step
of the way”. Indeed, he has been my academic
father throughout my Ph.D. journey. Given that
I completed the whole process (on distance
mode) without meeting him, it was gratifying to
finally meet him in the graduation hall, after three
good years of coaching, mentoring, teaching,
and nurturing me.

What is the funniest/scariest/most embarrassing or best thing that has happened to
you as a researcher?
The scariest moment was when my computer
stopped working while I was writing up my
literature review. I had to visit a computer
technician to retrieve some of the files. I was also
fortunate that I had stored copies of my work
online.

What advice would you give future
postgraduate students to be successful?
Be open to criticism. Invest time and effort in
the literature review. Write down everything you
do even if it is not yet clear how it will fit in the
study. Fight procrastination: It is never too early
to start writing. Be honest with your supervisor:
You are on the same team, not rivals. Create
a schedule for every day of the week. Don’t
neglect your social life: Take breaks and have fun
with friends and family. Back up your work: Email
it to yourself, store it on Cloud or Good Drive.
Attend departmental seminars, colloquium, and
dissertation defences.

14
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What has been your biggest challenge
or inspiration during the process of
conducting your research?
My biggest inspiration was that the study could
contribute to my professional development and
the transformation of assessment practices in
academic literacy courses. This was fuelled by the
fact that my study setting was at the University
of Namibia’s Language Centre, and it is where
I am employed as a senior lecturer of academic
literacies. I must admit though that it was not a
walk in the park maintaining a balance between
the demands of a full-time job, studying, and
social life.

Describe your supervision experience in
one word.
Mentorship

What does the future hold for you?
My research journey language assessment did
not end in the completion of my PhD thesis. I will
continue exploring more avenues for improving
language instruction. Based on Paulo Freire’s
notion of “Education for Liberation”, my plans
also include exploring possibilities of developing
a community of teacher-researchers in Namibia.
Currently, it seems research and knowledge
generation is generally left only to universities or
academics. I believe that teachers operate in a
data-rich environment. If the necessary platforms
are created, there might be a possibility of seeing
more emerging teacher-researcher in Namibia.
I also wish to successfully conclude my studies,
namely: Postgraduate Diploma in Higher
Education (nearing completion in early 2021),
and a Diploma in Proofreading and Copyediting
(recently register). I am open to any opportunity
that enables me to grow and make significant
contributions in my field or related disciplines
and practices, as well as to the development of
Namibia and Africa at large.

BABATOPE
Tell us about your research
The title of my PhD research was Fetal Alcohol
Spectrum Disorder: The Development of
guidelines to inform policy. FASD is a group of
conditions affecting individuals whose mothers
drank alcohol during pregnancy. The group
includes Fetal Alcohol Syndrome (FAS), Partial
Fetal Alcohol Syndrome (PFAS), Alcohol-Related
Neurodevelopmental Disorder (ARND) and
Alcohol-Related Birth Defects (ARBD). FASD is
usually associated with primary and secondary
disabilities. The prevalence of FASD ranges from
29 to 290 per 1000 live birth in South Africa –
the highest recorded in any part of the world.
Despite the high prevalence of FASD in South
Africa, there is no specific policy to address
FASD. Although there are clauses that could
address FASD in policy documents for related
conditions, services are limited and fragmental
among government departments. Therefore, my
research aimed to develop a guideline to assist
policymakers to formulate a comprehensive and
multisectoral policy.

Why did you want to conduct research in
your field?
As an individual, my passion has always been to
make difference in the life of others. I believe the
two areas that I can be able to achieve this dream
are ‘’Maternal and Child Health – including early
childhood development and developmental
disabilities’’ and ‘’Substance Abuse’’. Research
has shown that a child with an optimal early
childhood experience has a greater chance to
succeed later in life. The Individual will attain a
higher educational level and income and has
better health outcomes.

What is the funniest/scariest/most
embarrassing or best thing that has
happened to you as a researcher?
My funniest moment was when I locked up in
the library because I wanted to finish what I was
doing before I moved out.
The scariest moment was when I was told I
cannot register for a PhD study without funding.
My most embarrassing was when my supervisor
was correcting me in the presence of another
person.
One of the best things that have happened was
getting recognised by top researchers in the
field of FASD (South Africa, Australia, Canada
and the United Kingdom), even before I finished
my research. Another thing is making all my
thesis chapters (seven) publishable. Also, I was
awarded the best graduating PhD students for
2019/2020. Besides, the acceptance of parts of
my research for presentation at various local and
international conferences:
- Sixth Global Symposium on Health Systems
Research, Dubai
- 16th World
Congress
on Public
Health,
Italy

What has been your defining moment
during this process?
One of my defining moments was when my
proposal was approved. Another moment
was when I published my first article from
the thesis.
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- 8th International Conference on Fetal Alcohol
Spectrum Disorder, Canada
- 9th International Research Conference on
Adolescents and Adults with FASD, Canada
- 2nd Australasian Fetal Alcohol Spectrum
Disorder Conference, Australia
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What has been your biggest challenge
or inspiration during the process of
conducting your research?
My biggest challenge during the process was
funding. Also, other challenges were time and
being a foreign student.

- Sixth Global Congress on Qualitative Health
Research, South Africa

My biggest inspiration was looking forward to
the graduation day (wearing the blue gown and
the reading of my citation by my supervisor)

- The Annual Public Health Association of South
Africa (PHASA) Conference, South Africa

Describe your supervision experience in
one word?

What advice would you give future
postgraduate students to be successful?

Bitter-sweet

Do not register for postgraduate study when you
are not ready. The postgraduate study requires
time, handwork and tenacity. You do not have
to be a genius to register and complete a
postgraduate study and even becoming the
best graduating student.

I wish to continue researching to optimise early
childhood experience for individuals. I wish to
one day become a world-renowned public health
specialist and early childhood development
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What does the future hold for you?

expert. Also, I wish to one day become a full
professor.

MEGAN ROBERTSON
Tell us about your research
In my research I explore the lived experiences of
five queer clergy and one former clergy member
in the Methodist Church of Southern Africa
(MCSA), in order to understand the complex
relationship between institutional power and
their ordinary lived realities.
In South Africa, anti-queer attitudes are propped
up by religious moral claims and by strong
assertions that queer sexualities are un-African
and a secular Western import. My doctoral
dissertation contributes to the growing body of
literature which challenges these claims. At the
same time it seeks to interrupt scholarly trends
in the field of religion and sexuality which either
characterises institutional religion as singularly
oppressive or homogenises queer Christians as
inherently subversive.

Why did you want to conduct research in
your field?
Being raised Methodist shaped a considerable
part of my identity and worldview. The
congregation which I grew up in not only
shaped my belief systems but perhaps more
significantly it was a place to which I felt I
belonged. As a teenager and young adult I
became more involved in the broader provincial
and national structures of the MCSA, and I
often experienced these spaces as patriarchal,
racially segregated and hierarchical. One of the
most striking cases was when Rev Ecclesia De
Lange was excommunicated from the Church
for declaring her intention to marry her samesex partner. Therefore, for me, the Church and
religion became both a place of significant
belonging as well as a space for a great deal of
injustice. These experiences led me to question
how others negotiate these competing
experiences. I was particularly interested in the
experiences of queer clergy who are both
deeply entrenched in the institution and
simultaneously excluded by it.

What has been your defining moment
during this process?
I do not have a singular defining moment but
the process of producing a doctoral thesis is a
notoriously isolating one. Indeed there were
times during my three years, in the field or in
my study at home at 2am, where I became
reacquainted with the familiar loneliness that
often accompanies research. However, an
important part of my research journey involved
me becoming more of myself which was
overwhelmingly shaped by my experiences
of community. When I originally met with my
supervisor, Professor Sarojini Nadar, she told me
about her novel way of supervision. I was to be
part of a cohort of students who would progress
through the process of producing a doctoral
dissertation together by regularly presenting and
engaging with each other’s research. This cohort
became a space where students and supervisors
supported and critiqued my work. It was the
community which stretched and transformed
who I was and what my project was without
breaking me, or it. It was in these spaces I was
challenged with my privilege as a cis-gender,
heterosexual,
Christian
women and
where
I
further
explored
( a n d
w a s
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confronted by) what it meant to be a black,
coloured, young women entering the academy. I
have, I think, become a more confident, rigorous
and thoughtful researcher and person because of
this community of scholars. My experiences of
feeling held, supported, encouraged, critiqued,
listened to and challenged by my supervisors,
peers and other academics far outweighs any
feelings of isolation I may have had during this
journey.

What is the funniest/scariest/most
embarrassing or best thing that has
happened to you as a researcher
By far the best thing to come from my research
journey are the relationships which I have forged
with participants, other academics in the field
and with my supervisors and colleagues at UWC.
I have gained mentors and friends who continue
to encourage me and provide wisdom in what
can be the difficult and murky space of academia.

What advice would you give future
postgraduate students to be successful?
First, my advice would be to find a community
of scholars who you can journey with. Second, I
would advise students to hold their chosen topic
with loose hands – do not be afraid of criticism
and do not be afraid of letting go of a topic or
idea that you once thought was amazing. My
supervisors always told me that the PhD is not
the last thing you write, it is the first – knowing
this allowed me to understand that it would
never be perfect but it provided me with the
licence to continue to grow as a researcher and
to produce new knowledge. Last, I would also
advise potential students to enter into a PhD
with their eyes wide open. Know that it involves a
lot of hard work and sacrifice. Often life seems to
get in the way and you will have to make difficult
decisions about the pace at which you work and
goal posts may need to be moved or shifted.
At the same time, if you are in a field and have
chosen a topic that has your sustained interest
and is driven by a deep passion, then all that
hard work and sacrifice is so worth it!

What has been your biggest challenge
or inspiration during the process of
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conducting your research?
One of the significant learnings from my PhD
journey, comes from witnessing the ways in which
the women of colour, who lead the work of the
Centre and who go widely out of their way to
share opportunities, resources and lessons with
students and staff alike, encountered terrible
abuse and injustice through the actions and
words of men in the academy. The hope that the
academy could be a space where I could express
my activism in meaningful ways through my
work is still there, however, it is no longer filtered
through starry eyed notions of a just academy. I
quickly learned that just because some academics
pursue justice and equality in their research, this
did not automatically translate to justice in their
dealings with people at the university. As a young
women of colour entering the academia I know I
will encounter the pain that I saw my colleagues
experience, I also know that I will be able to draw
on them for wisdom and courage at those times,
and even more so I know that the work they
continue to do to ‘talk back’ to the white, male
academy forms the platform which I step off of as
I now enter these spaces.

Describe your supervision experience in
one word?
Transformative

What does the future hold for you?
Since obtaining my PhD, I have taken up a
prestigious post-doctoral fellowship with the
South African Research Chair in Religion and
Social Justice at UWC. Parts of my doctoral work
have been submitted or are in preparation for
two further publications in 2020. I am also coediting with Prof Sarojini Nadar a special issue
of the Journal of Theology for Southern Africa
to be published in 2020 which is dedicated to
the scholarship of womanist theologian, Katie
Geneva Cannon. I also continue to occupy
positions as associate editor of the African
Journal of Gender and Religion and as associate
lecturer in the Desmond Tutu Centre for Religion
and Social Justice. I hope that in the next few
years I secure either an international postdoctoral fellowship or a permanent position at a
South African university.
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