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Rubric for the EJOLTs Open Review Stage
NOTE TO AUTHOR
Please keep in mind that the EJOLTs open review is conducted in a public space. The conversation between authors and reviewers during the open review stage is intended to help authors strengthen their paper so it meets all the publishing criteria well, and, in the process, help the author, reviewers and others to extend their knowledge, understanding and practice of Living Educational Theory Research and develop their professional practice grounded in values of human flourishing. We want your paper to communicate to a diverse community, so reviewers are chosen to give authors a view of their paper seen through lenses coloured by various individual histories, interests, and knowledge, understanding and practice of Living Educational Theory Research. Sometimes it may appear that reviewers’ advice conflicts or you may not agree with what has been offered. You task at this stage is to critically and creatively engage with the advice to strengthen your paper, rather than to simply find a way of appearing to ‘comply’. So, please note in the ‘response of author’ column your response to the advice, what you have changed in your paper, and should you not agree with some of the advice please do give your reasons; that will help us all to learn. Please use tracked changes and comments as you work on revising your paper to enable reviewers to see what you have done in response to their advice and why.  
I hope you find the EJOLTs review process a challenging but enjoyable educational experience, and will soon be offering your revised paper to reviewers. Any questions, concerns etc please contact ejolts.editor@gmail.com.
	Title of paper

The Journey Is the Theory: The Emergence of Human Buffering Through Navigating Conflicting Practices in a South African University of Technology (2004–2024).


	General comments for author:

Your manuscript is improved from the last submission, as you’ve made steps to address key aspects like context of your educational practice, bring in more literature, and discuss implications of the theoretical contribution of your article. These are good steps in the right direction. You are not yet at the finishing line, and I would encourage you to stay with this piece of work for a while still. You will get there!
The thing that stands out for me is that there is a lot of repetition in your manuscript. I would request that you sit with your manuscript enough to know what information is where, and really make conscious decisions on where certain information belongs, adds the most value, packs the most punch. I think having clarity on this will help you clear up the structure of your manuscript. As it stands, it is quite back and forth throughout, with no real visible structure to arguments, unclear progression towards what is arguably the main contribution of your current work, being the concept Human Buffering. While I can see where the concept comes from, I would really like to see how it follows from an organic development of you and your work as an educator, faced with structural, educational challenges.
I would want to learn first, and relatively shortly, about the work you’re involved in, a sentence about what challenges you, and then explain what the article will be offering, and how. And then it would make more sense to me to learn more about the context in which your work takes place, while also positioning your contribution (i.e. your article) in available literature. Tell us about your methods, as you do, your theoretical framework, and then bring in your data. But really bring it in. Don’t namedrop it. Give us a taste of the student feedback you possess, or some quotations or paracitations of conversations with colleagues, or similar. You have been practicing in this setting for 20 years. What has happened over those 20 years that has brought you to this new idea? Help us to see it. Bring out your previous (or current) frustrations, let us know what you have learned along the way, and how. If you’ve made mistakes along the way, or tried things that did not work, or if your educational values have evolved over time, let us know about it. I think this is integral to align your manuscript with the title you propose. If it is about the journey, then bring us along for the journey, not just the destination. This is all potentially time consuming work, which will require you to go through your manuscript several times to check the flow of your narrative (ref. what I pointed out above about structure and repetition). But I think it is needed for your manuscript to achieve the quality it needs for publishing, and your new concept deserves to be something that can stand up to scrutiny. 

Regarding scrutiny, I also miss more critical engagement on your part regarding your situation, position, claims, and conclusions. You have mentioned validation, but I still see too little of actual steps to validate your work. Is there anyone you can speak to, or other data you can bring in that can testify to your educational practice – your journey – becoming increasingly aligned with the idea behind Human Buffering? This means; are you becoming better at what you do, as LETR implores us to attempt? If so, how can you know? I think this is missing almost completely from your current manuscript, and I would encourage you to spend some time thinking about it. It can be quite rewarding for you, I think, to engage with someone and ask validation questions that regard your own educational practice. It’s a vulnerable, but very powerful exercise.
In my view, there is quite a bit of work left to do for your manuscript to be ready for publishing. But I believe you can get there, particularly if you keep your patience and really dig in to the very fabric of your material, think deeply about why something is placed there, and how each step builds towards your realisation and formulation of the new concept, before challenging the concept critically, and use another source outside of yourself to help validate it as part of your actual improvement as an education practitioner (and, as I think you should, having brought in CHAT, validate an institutional educational improvement too, as CHAT is about such systems more than an individual part of such a system). 
Allow yourself that time. It is about your improvement as an educator, researcher, and writer. Publishing will follow organically as you put those miles in. Walk them, and work them now, and I think you will have a more flowing, coherent, personal, account to share within a few months that will add value to many education/research practitioners. 

Good luck!
.................................

General comments for author: As a reviewer, I read the earlier version of this paper with great enthusiasm. I was an advocate for the paper. I saw virtue in the attempt to identify and articulate a form of practice that, in my experience, is undertaken by many (maybe most) academics in some manner or form, despite formal assumptions about work practices. We all are required to negotiate our own learning in relation to the learning of others (though some may be reluctant to acknowledge this). It is arguable that universities understand that this is part of the professional practice of educators without explicitly acknowledging, valuing (and rewarding) it. This is therefore a contradiction of university management. My relatively uncritical enthusiasm for the original version of the paper was not matched by other reviewers, whose responses are contained in the feedback provided by EJOLTS. This feedback appears to have been used and appreciated by the author. The rewrite has led to a paper that is more focused and better structured. The structure of the first half establishes the basis of the argument and the second half illustrates it. I worry that the article is drawn into the complexities (perhaps even the contradictions) of ‘writing for academic journals’. I worry, to an extent, that the formalities of the process can leach some of the excitement and passion from the expression of realised insight and understanding: of learning. The argument in the second half benefits from being more focused and more concise. This leads to the more effective elucidation of your subject matter. You (as author) state that you value the feedback and its contribution to your writing. The way in which you direct the reader through structure and (to an extent) formality in the first half does temper the passion while also framing the findings. You are, after all, writing for an academic journal. So… despite all of the above I think this is an important article. I think it names some (un-named) thing that most academics will be able to identify with. Without working in the ‘global south’ I identified with the conflict you have articulated and find the term ‘human buffering’ a helpful (if somewhat clumsy) descriptor. I thank you for your efforts.



	Author's introductory response

I sincerely thank the reviewers for their thoughtful, constructive and encouraging feedback. The review process challenged me to reconsider the structure of the manuscript, strengthen the visibility of the twenty-year journey of inquiry, provide more explicit validation of educational influence, and further develop the conceptual contribution of Human Buffering. I have engaged carefully with all comments and believe the revised manuscript has been substantially strengthened through this process. The reviewers' insights have contributed significantly to my development as a practitioner-researcher and scholar, and I am grateful for the opportunity to learn through this dialogue.




	Academic, scholarly and intellectual quality
PLEASE COMPLETE ALL OF GRID 1 


	Criteria
	 Reviewer’s advice to author 
	Response of author

	1.1 Title and keywords accurately reflect the content of the paper.
	Yes, the title aligns with the content of the paper.
.....

Title is ok. The term ‘journey’ is one I would avoid. Maybe ‘experience’ resonates better but I like the balance between the evocative and the definitive.
	The title was revised from the previous version to foreground the emergence of Human Buffering and align the title with the central contribution of the article more explicitly.

	1.2 The abstract succinctly summarises purpose, methods, findings, and significance of the research in no more than 230 words.
	The abstract is 253 words, meaning too long.
It reflects well the content of the article, including the purpose, theoretical set-up, and findings. It could be more concrete in its ending, specifying potential uses of the article’s theoretical contribution for other educational practitioners. 

.....

Abstract is well structured. It covers a lot, which makes it quire dense. I think it better if an abstract does not reference ‘I’, whilst remaining a study of an authors relationship to the subject matter.
	The abstract was reduced to within the required word limit and revised to provide a clearer summary of the purpose, methodology, findings and contribution of the study. The final section was strengthened to articulate the significance and potential contribution of Human Buffering as a practitioner-generated explanation of educational mediation. First-person references were minimised where possible while maintaining consistency with Living Theory methodology.

	1.3 Word count — Between 5,000 and 12,000 words (maximum, including title, abstract, references, figures, tables, appendices etc.).
	9165. Well within the range. However, I think it could be quite a bit shorter and concise if repetitions are trimmed, and the introduction sections are combined to flow better. 
......

Word count a little over 9,000. This is an improvement on the earlier version.
	The manuscript was comprehensively edited to reduce repetition, improve conciseness and strengthen the flow of the argument. Redundant discussion was removed or consolidated, particularly in the introduction, findings and discussion sections. The manuscript remains within EJOLTS word count requirements while providing greater clarity and coherence.

	1.4 The paper is written in standard international English and can potentially be understood by practitioners working in diverse cultural contexts, fields of practice, and unfamiliar with Living Educational Theory Research.
	The language is clean, and without too much academic jingo. The use of and references to LETR are explained in terms that can travel also to people unfamiliar with this approach to research. 
.....

Yes, it is written standard international English. It is nonetheless an academic work that demands attention and consideration.

	The manuscript underwent further language editing to improve clarity, readability and accessibility for an international audience. Care was taken to explain Living Theory concepts and South African higher education contexts in ways that could be understood by readers from different educational settings.


	
	
	

	1.5. The paper is of high academic, scholarly and intellectual quality that:
	
	

	a) provides a well-reasoned argument;
	My interpretation of the core argument is that the educational practitioner has aligned their identity, values, and practice, with the institutional conditions (with restrictions and opportunities) by conceptualising the middle ground way of being termed Human Buffering. As such, the argument is sound and well-conceived. But I do find that there any too many gaps in the ‘journey’ to get there (which, by the author’s admission and article title, is what amounts to the theory), is too scattered still. The structure and setup of the manuscript does not provide a good flow and progression of the argument. While I would never ask anyone to adhere strictly to the IMRaD-setup, I do miss a clearer structure that lets me know why this study was initiated in the first place, with clear reference to either literature gaps, OR research opportunities. It is also not clear to me what methods are used, beyond mention of reflection on their own practice. I would also ask for more clarity regarding how data has been used, with direct reference made to own notes, conversations with students, or other, as opposed to citing the work in which these bits of data reside. 
With these things clarified, only then do I think it is the right time to move on to start giving substance to the theory contribution of the article, being the concept Human Buffering. 

....

It is an important argument that serves as a base from which the author and/or others can expand.

	The overall structure of the article was substantially revised to strengthen the progression of the argument. A new introductory section explicitly identifies the higher education problem, conceptual gap, research question and contribution. A dedicated "Journey of Inquiry" section was added to demonstrate how Human Buffering emerged through twenty years of practice and reflection. Direct examples and critical incidents were included to show the developmental process through which the concept evolved, thereby addressing concerns about the visibility of the journey leading to the theoretical contribution.
To address concerns regarding the visibility of the developmental process, a new Section 4: Journey of Inquiry - From Practice to Concept was introduced, tracing the emergence of Human Buffering across five phases of professional learning and practice between 2004 and 2024.



	b) Includes critique of relevant literature and demonstrates critical engagement with ideas that have influenced the research and practice;
	I think is a significant weakness of the manuscript. There is far too little actual discussion of extant literature. More literature is brought in for this iteration than the first submission. But there is still very little critical engagement with literature. There are mentions made to some concepts, especially Ubuntu, whereas other things are namedropped more than really leaned into or critiqued, such as CHAT. 
....

It is an informed piece of work. It is both critical and creative (or evocative). Key references help frame the discussion and do not impede the storytelling that supports or underpins the analysis.
	The literature review was significantly expanded and reorganised. Greater engagement was provided with scholarship on care, emotional labour, Ubuntu, academic identity and Living Theory. A dedicated conceptual gap section was added together with Table 1 to demonstrate how Human Buffering extends, complements and differs from existing concepts. The discussion section now explicitly positions Human Buffering within relevant literature and critically compares the concept with related theoretical perspectives.
A clearer conceptual contribution is now provided through the identification of a conceptual gap (Section 2.5) and the development of Human Buffering as an emergent explanatory framework (Section 6).



	c) includes clear descriptions and explanations of the author’s context(s), purposes, and processes;
	The author’s context is more filling now, which is a welcome improvement. I would have welcomed even more, for example going more personal and bringing positionality into the mix. I think this is relevant given the context of work, the fact that many students are struggling to meet tuition requirements, are working jobs on the side of studying, etc. Who, then, is the author who is claiming to contribute to something helpful to these students? 
As for the process, I find it insufficient. Part of this relates to the structure of the manuscript being a bit off tune. I would find it much easier to make sense of this potentially very interesting work if I knew well the problem/opportunity first, and then got a personal journey account of what the author has attempted to do in order to solve the problem or magnify the opportunity, resulting in a new concept for educational practitioners. 

....

Context is made clear. This leads to purpose and process. This is the base of the learning that is claimed. It is arguable that ‘buffering’ is practiced beyond the ‘global south’. This might be explored sometime in the future.
	The description of context, purpose and process was strengthened throughout the manuscript. Additional personal and professional background was incorporated in Sections 1 and 4, including reflections on my educational journey, institutional contexts and experiences that contributed to the inquiry. The methodology section now provides a more detailed explanation of data sources, analysis processes, retrospective interpretation and the role of practitioner inquiry in generating Human Buffering.

	d) is well-organised with a clear structure e.g. introduction, methodology, findings, discussion, conclusion that includes the contribution the paper makes as either an account of their LETR research (A), or as a conceptual paper (B);
	I have written most of my thoughts on this in 1.5 a).
Most necessary main elements are in the manuscript. However, I strongly feel that the introduction needs to be a more outright introduction, which lets us know clearly what this article sets out do to, and why. Everything that follows should build on that, starting with the context of the case, positionality of the author, critical engagement with literature that may already have something relevant to say about similar cases. 

The list of data sources is clarifying. But I would have wanted some of it to be cited directly when drawn upon, as opposed to be mentioned as having played a part in the author’s reflection. More accountability and transparency would strengthen the paper, in that regard. 

The findings section is useful and adds value for what comes after. I’ve added some comments in the manuscript, however, pertaining to things I see a need to clarify or strengthen. 

I find the discussion to be improved from the previous submission. But still it is incomplete, in my opinion. The discussion should, to a higher degree, position the findings, including the new concept, in existing literature, meaning that it must be illuminated by other literature critically. This is to see if the concept answers to the task the article set out to solve. In short, this part contains some good elements, and is improved from the previous submission. But I would be strongly in favour of revising it quite thoroughly to put the findings/concept side by side with other work that has been done for similar contexts, or relatable concepts and practices about such in-between roles of teachers, educators, facilitators, trainers, administrators, etc. 
.....

Yes. Structure improved as a consequence of earlier critique. The paper enriches LETR while initiating interesting conceptual work.
	The manuscript was substantially restructured. The introduction now clearly identifies the problem, conceptual gap, research question and contributions. The literature review, methodology, findings, validation, discussion and conclusion sections were revised to create a more logical progression. A new "Journey of Inquiry" section was introduced to connect practice, reflection and concept development more explicitly. Additional empirical examples and incidents were incorporated to strengthen links between data, findings and theorisation.
A dedicated section titled Human Buffering as Emergent Theory (Section 6) was added to provide a clearer explanation, definition and conceptual framing of the proposed contribution.



	e) supports and validates all claims with evidence;
	I think this is quite a way off being satisfactory. We are told about sources of data, and what they consist of. But these sources, e.g. “professional conversations with colleagues”, “feedback from students”, and more (from page 12), is not brought sufficiently to light. It is referenced to, but not really brought in concretely. E.g. what type of feedback students have given that has influenced the author’s thinking, and some content from the conversations with colleagues. 
....

Stories are told and placed, contextually. These underpin the conceptual argument.
	This concern was addressed through the addition of a dedicated Section 7: Validation and Educational Influence. Validation is now demonstrated through student feedback (7.1), quantitative performance data (7.2), community engagement outcomes (7.3), institutional recognition (7.4), and scholarly engagement (7.5). These multiple sources of evidence strengthen and support the knowledge claims presented in the manuscript.

	f) uses consistent and complete referencing and citations following the EJOLTs' house style (based on APA 7).
	To the best of my knowledge, the referencing follows APA 7 correctly.
....

Yes.
	All references and in-text citations were reviewed for consistency with APA 7 and EJOLTS house style. Additional references were incorporated to strengthen the conceptual framing and discussion of Human Buffering.

	1.6 Evidence that the author understands the distinguishing qualities of Living Educational Theory Research.
	For the most part, yes. I do, however, miss that aspect of coming back to practice with the new insight (including the new concept), and trying to test its validity and impact on others. For this, some type of evidence is required that can also be brought to life in the text itself, such as feedback forms, quotations from conversations, changes in institutional regulations, or other. Another facet that could be clarified by the latter connecting end of the circle, is how this exploration has contributed to the author improving what they do, i.e. the educational practice.
....

Author applies an understanding of LETR that is relevant and effective.
	The manuscript now more explicitly demonstrates key distinguishing features of Living Theory Research, including living contradictions, educational influence, practitioner-generated knowledge and the question "How do I improve what I am doing?". Validation evidence was also incorporated to demonstrate influence on self, others and social formations, strengthening alignment with Living Theory principles.
In response to reviewer concerns regarding educational influence and validation, the revised manuscript demonstrates influence in the learning of self, others and social formations through Sections 7.1-7.5, consistent with Living Theory principles.



	1.7 Evidence of ethical awareness and transparency appropriate to multimedia accounts of values-led practitioner, first-person, collaborative research.
	There is still too little direct engagement with students or peers to seek validation of the value of the theoretical addition of the article. I would propose solving this by citing peer interaction more directly, thereby bringing such accounts directly into this manuscript.
....

Ethically sound.
	The manuscript now provides greater transparency regarding the sources of evidence used in the inquiry and incorporates direct examples from teaching practice, student feedback and community engagement activities. Ethical awareness was maintained through the use of anonymised accounts and documentary evidence while ensuring that claims are supported by appropriate validation.


	As appropriate PLEASE COMPLETE EITHER: 

ALL OF GRID 2 IF this is an empirical research paper using Living Educational Theory Research principles and practice to generate your living-educational-theory and you are offering a paper grounded in practice that contributes knowledge of Living Educational Theory Research practice.
OR

ALL OF GRID 3 IF this is a theoretical paper that you intend it make a conceptually or methodologically contribution to the field of Living Educational Theory.


	Criteria
	Reviewer’s advice to author
	Response of author

	2.1. The author describes the complex ecologies they are working in including: 
	
	

	a) the social formation (the organisation that is the context of the practice) and its productive and ethical purposes, within which the practice and research are situated,  
	There is significant improvement in terms of background and context. This is both helpful and intriguing. I do think, however, that it should be moved back to after the introduction of the articles, with its purpose, problem statement, and justification. 
....

This is covered sufficiently. This is context determined inquiry built on reflective analyses of the relationship that contribute to the construction of meaning.
	The manuscript was revised to provide a more detailed description of the higher education context within which the inquiry is situated. Sections 1 and 2 now explain the organisational environment of a South African University of Technology, including pressures associated with massification, widening participation, accountability, teaching, research, community engagement, and student success. The manuscript also demonstrates how these institutional expectations interact with the socio-economic realities experienced by students and how these tensions contributed to the emergence of Human Buffering.
Human Buffering is further positioned against existing literature through comparison with care, emotional labour, Ubuntu and Living Theory in Sections 8.1-8.4.



	b) the sociocultural, political normative background that influences their research and practice.

	There is a bit of this baked into the context sections. But I would have been interested in reading a bit more on how these things influence the author too, as part of a critical positionality account. There are forces at play that have a say in how the author views the surrounding world, and how society perceives the author. When it comes to such close relational work as described in this article, I find it to be a very important part of the journey of the theorisation that is this article.
....

As above 
	The manuscript was strengthened by incorporating greater discussion of the wider socio-economic realities affecting higher education in South Africa, including poverty, food insecurity, language barriers, digital exclusion, educational under-preparedness and transformation imperatives. Additional reflective accounts were included to show how these contextual realities shaped my educational values, professional judgement and responses to conflicting practices. The role of Ubuntu and social responsibility in informing practice is now also discussed more explicitly.

	2.2 The author Identifies and communicates their embodied meaning of values of human flourishing that are giving meaning and purpose to their practice.
	The author first accounts for the educational values on page 4, listing care, respect, dignity, social justice, and responsibility. With benefit, a bit more space could have been spent on defining these values, to make sure we have enough to go by when it comes to showcasing how these values are embodied in the educational practice. As it stands, it is rather implicit how these values are lived. I think, though, that this could be fixed relatively easily by accounting more accurately what these values mean to the author.
....

These are discussed particularly through the contradictions that provide the stimulus for new learning.
	The values of care, dignity, inclusion, responsibility and relationality were clarified and more explicitly linked to educational practice throughout the manuscript. Rather than being presented as abstract ideals, these values are illustrated through examples of consultation, mentoring, student support, responsiveness, advocacy and community engagement. The revised manuscript demonstrates how these values informed actions intended to preserve participation, dignity and educational opportunity amidst challenging circumstances.

	2.3 The author shows how their values emerged evolved and were clarified in the course of the research.
	There is something missing when it comes to this. Most importantly, I find that it pertains to the journey of the author. Values are presented without a back story, as if they are things the author has always inhibited. I find that this blocks off the potential (and indeed, promise) of the article’s setup, being that it traces 20 years worth of educational practice. If the author started with these values already established, what is the growth, development, or improvement? I would be keen on learning more about what it is about these values that make the author list them, as opposed to close-lying concepts. I would be interested in seeing more of the twenty years in question throughout the article, also to get to be part of the author’s evolution. 
....

As above
	A substantial revision was the inclusion of Section 4, "Journey of Inquiry: From Practice to Concept". This section traces the development of my practice over a twenty-year period and demonstrates how educational values became increasingly visible through reflection and inquiry. Critical incidents relating to student under-preparedness, at-risk students and poverty are used to illustrate how professional learning occurred and how values were refined, clarified and enacted over time. Rather than assuming that these values were fixed from the outset, the manuscript now demonstrates their development through lived experience and sustained practitioner inquiry.
The evolution of values is now demonstrated through the five developmental phases presented in Sections 4.1-4.5, showing how educational values became increasingly visible and refined through critical reflection and professional experience.



	2.4. The author shows how they use these values:
	
	

	a) to explain their educational influence in their own learning, in the learning of others and in the learning of the social formation, which is the context of the practice they researched;
	The concept (Human Buffering) that is developed based on the use of the author’s educational values in the contradictory landscape of the university, is showcased with concrete examples. This is an improvement. It also shows how the author’s learning has benefit on others, i.e. the students the author is working with. 
....

This is the core of the project.
	The revised manuscript demonstrates educational influence at three interconnected levels. First, the inquiry documents my own professional learning through the identification and interrogation of conflicting practices and the emergence of Human Buffering. Second, educational influence on students is evidenced through student feedback, improved educational outcomes, mentoring, professional identity formation and graduate reflections. Third, influence on wider social formations is demonstrated through curriculum development, community engagement initiatives, institutional contributions, scholarly dissemination and the broader applicability of Human Buffering as an explanatory framework for higher education practice.
The concept of Human Buffering is developed in Section 6, where educational mediation is conceptualised and illustrated through the Human Buffering Framework (Figure 1).



	b) to evaluate the consequences of their efforts to improve their practice; 
	While this point is improved since the first submission, the manuscript does not have any mechanisms in place to evaluate the effects on the educational practice, beyond the author, after the conceptualisation of Human Buffering. Potential uses of the concept are discussed, but there is no evidence forthcoming that regards how it actually is adopted, used, and how it works. To address this, the author will need to engage with someone who can be involved in validation of their efforts.
....

Reflective encounters facilitate the learning that the author seeks to articulate

	In response to reviewer concerns regarding evaluation, a dedicated Validation and Educational Influence section was added. The manuscript now examines the consequences of practice through multiple sources of evidence, including student evaluation data, pass-rate trends, student representative feedback, graduate reflections, community engagement outcomes, institutional recognition and scholarly engagement. These sources provide evidence that efforts to improve practice were associated with positive educational outcomes and broader educational influence.
Evaluation of educational influence is examined through student evaluations, graduate reflections, pass-rate trends, community engagement outcomes and institutional recognition presented in Sections 7.1-7.5.



	c) as epistemological standards of judgment.
	This point is improved since the previous submission. Ubuntu is clarified and discussed more. Other educational values are brought into the manuscript more, which, although not elaborated sufficiently as part of the ‘journey’, do strengthen the inquiry. I would still wish for more about that journey, and how the author has come to identify with these selected values. In fact, I also find this to be a necessity to fit in with an article that states in its headline that the journey is the theory. In other words, more theorisation (as an active act) rather than theory (as an end product).
....

This experience is designed to challenges assumptions about the formation of knowledge.
	The manuscript was revised to provide stronger evidence of influence beyond individual students. Community engagement initiatives, curriculum enhancement, institutional teaching and learning contributions, student participation in community projects, institutional recognition and scholarly dissemination are now presented as evidence of educational influence within wider social formations. The manuscript also clarifies that Human Buffering is proposed as an emergent explanatory framework with potential relevance to similar higher education contexts rather than as an already established theory within the field. This distinction addresses concerns regarding overstatement of influence in earlier versions.

	2.5 The author clearly describes, explains, and evaluates their efforts to:
	
	

	a) enhance their own professional development and learning by engaging in Living Educational Theory Research;
	The manuscript does show the author’s engagement, over time, to improve their own educational practice. The context is well described, challenges identified, and a values-based approach attempted to arrive at an intriguing explainer concept. There is merit to this effort, although I have pinpointed quite a selection of points to improve. One more needs to be mentioned here, being that evaluation of the author’s efforts of LETR is lacking. There needs to be some kind of view to quality the author’s learning that is outside of their own reflection, i.e. by help of an external source (such as a colleague, student feedback, or other). If the author begins by bringing in directly some bits of data earlier on in the manuscript (quotations, or other such directly quotable information), it sets a benchmark of sorts that can be more easily revisited later on, and referred back to for indications of improvement. I’ve mentioned this before in this review, but reiterating now that I think it would be very beneficial for more such data bits to be inserted directly into the text, and not referred to second-hand via the author’s PhD thesis.
....

Yes
	The revised manuscript provides a more explicit account of professional learning over twenty years of academic practice. The inquiry demonstrates how reflective practice, the PGDipHE experience, doctoral research, systems thinking, Living Theory inquiry and ongoing professional engagement contributed to growing awareness of contradictions within practice and the eventual conceptualisation of Human Buffering. The manuscript now better evidences how engagement with Living Theory Research supported continual professional development and learning.
Professional learning is illustrated through the critical incidents and reflective phases documented in Section 4, demonstrating the movement from intuitive practice to reflective practitioner inquiry and concept formation.



	b) have an educational influence in the learning of others;
	This part is still incomplete, along the same line as for the previous submission. The author’s application of educational values, and the new concept, are elaborated on. But there is not much in the manuscript with regards to providing tangible evidence that shows any influence on the author’s students. 
There is a bit of discussion in section 6.2, but the information provided there consists of claims that are not yet substantiated by any other source than the author’s own voice. There needs to be something more there in order to address the validation requirement.

....

Yes
	Additional evidence was incorporated to strengthen claims regarding educational influence on others. Student representative comments, student evaluations, graduate testimonies, pass-rate improvements and mentoring activities now provide evidence of influence on student learning and development. These data suggest effects extending beyond academic performance to confidence, professional identity, employability, critical thinking and professional judgement. The Validation section was specifically added to address this concern raised by the reviewer.
Evidence of influence on student learning is now supported through student representative feedback, student evaluations, graduate reflections and quantitative performance data presented in Sections 7.1 and 7.2.



	c) have an educational influence in the learning of the social formation.
	There is an improved focus on influence on the author’s context of educational practice compared to the previous submission. But the comment from the last round of review still stands. In section 5 of the article there is mention of the concept Human Buffering as having potential for the wider field of education in similar contexts. Whereas in section 6.3 the concept is held up as already being something that is established in the educational field. There is a clear dissonance between these parts of the article that requires work. Same as for the previous point, there needs to be some type of evidence provided that shows that someone, somehow, has picked up on, or been exposed to a revised educational practice which is now infused with Human Buffering as a centrepiece. The author will need to engage with someone external to do this, e.g. via a validation conversation with a colleague, student group, or other. I would advise the author to take a look at other articles at EJOLTS to find examples, and hopefully, inspiration on how to go about this. 
....

Yes
	The manuscript was revised to provide stronger evidence of influence beyond individual students. Community engagement initiatives, curriculum enhancement, institutional teaching and learning contributions, student participation in community projects, institutional recognition and scholarly dissemination are now presented as evidence of educational influence within wider social formations. The manuscript also clarifies that Human Buffering is proposed as an emergent explanatory framework with potential relevance to similar higher education contexts rather than as an already established theory within the field. This distinction addresses concerns regarding overstatement of influence in earlier versions.
Influence beyond the individual learner is evidenced through community engagement activities, institutional recognition and scholarly dissemination discussed in Sections 7.3-7.5.

	2.6. Author makes clear:
	
	

	a) all knowledge claims;
	The knowledge claims are substantiated further from the previous submission. They are satisfactorily clear. 
....

The author tells stories that underpin the formation of knowledge.
	The knowledge claims were clarified throughout the manuscript and are now explicitly articulated in the Introduction, Findings, Human Buffering and Conclusion sections. The article argues that Human Buffering emerged through sustained practitioner inquiry as a values-led form of educational mediation that explains how academics navigate tensions between institutional expectations and student realities. The scope and contribution of this claim are now more clearly defined.
The central knowledge claim is articulated in Section 6, where Human Buffering is defined, its five core characteristics (mediation, translation, adaptation, advocacy and responsiveness) are identified, and the Human Buffering Framework is presented.



	b) how they validated their claims.
	It remains an issue in this manuscript that there are too many claims that are not validated sufficiently. This goes to the very core of the article, its efforts and attempted improvement journey. The added parts, such as sections 6.2 and 6.3 do not yet offer validation, but rather a bit of discussion of what Human Buffering could mean and add, but not yet any evidence of what Human Buffering actually does mean and add. Validation of knowledge claims is, in the whole, missing from the manuscript, and it requires quite an overhaul to address this and make the article publishable. 
....


	Validation was substantially strengthened through the introduction of Section 7, "Validation and Educational Influence". Evidence from student feedback, educational outcomes, community engagement activities, institutional recognition and scholarly engagement was examined to test and refine the developing concept of Human Buffering. These multiple forms of validation move the inquiry beyond self-reflection and provide evidence supporting the credibility of the knowledge claims presented in the article.
Validation was significantly strengthened through the addition of Section 7: Validation and Educational Influence, which draws upon multiple forms of evidence including student feedback, pass-rate data, community engagement outcomes, institutional recognition and scholarly critique.



	2.7. The author clearly explains:
	
	

	a) what they learnt from what they learned in the process of testing the validity of their claims;
	Yes

....

Yes
	The validation process highlighted the importance of moving beyond personal reflection to consider evidence from students, community engagement activities, institutional recognition and scholarly critique. Feedback obtained through doctoral supervision, conference presentations, portfolio development and the EJOLTS review process contributed to refinement of the Human Buffering concept and strengthened understanding of educational influence within Living Theory Research.

	b) how what they learnt influenced their continual professional development and learning;
	For b) and c) I refer to my responses under 2), as well as 2.4, about validation of claims and influence on others. 

....

Yes
	The inquiry demonstrates how engagement with contradictions, validation processes and reflective practice contributed to my ongoing professional development. Increased awareness of student realities, educational mediation, practitioner inquiry and values-led decision-making influenced subsequent teaching, curriculum development, mentoring, community engagement and scholarly activities. Human Buffering represents both an outcome of this professional learning journey and a lens through which further development can occur.

	c) how their learning might benefit others.
	....

Yes, but the author does not address at length the extent of applicability of the learning.
	The manuscript argues that Human Buffering may provide a useful explanatory framework for academics working in higher education contexts characterised by competing demands, student vulnerability and institutional accountability pressures. While developed within a South African University of Technology, the concept potentially offers insight into how educators in other contexts mediate tensions between policy expectations and human realities. The article therefore contributes both a practitioner-generated concept and an example of theory emerging from practice through Living Theory Research.
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