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Abstract 
South African higher education continues to operate within a context characterised by widening access, student vulnerability, institutional accountability, and increasing demands for teaching, research, and community engagement. For many academics, these realities create tensions between institutional expectations and the lived experiences of students who frequently encounter poverty, food insecurity, language barriers, digital exclusion, and uneven educational preparation. This study explores how such competing realities were experienced and negotiated within a University of Technology over a twenty-year period.
The inquiry is located within a Living Theory framework and asks: How do I improve what I am doing? Drawing on practitioner inquiry, the study utilises reflective and documentary evidence from a Postgraduate Diploma in Higher Education portfolio (2015), a doctoral study on conflicting practices in higher education, a Vice-Chancellor's Award portfolio, and a community engagement portfolio. These sources were revisited and analysed to trace the development of practice, values, and educational influence over time.
The findings reveal a recurring pattern of mediating tensions between institutional demands and student realities. Across diverse contexts, including teaching, assessment, curriculum work, student support, mentoring, and community engagement, values of care, dignity, inclusion, and responsibility informed actions intended to sustain learning and participation. Through critical reflection on these experiences, the concept of Human Buffering emerged as a way of explaining how academics create educational possibilities when confronted with conflicting practices.
The article contributes a practitioner-generated explanation of Human Buffering as a values-led form of educational mediation. It demonstrates how Living Theory can illuminate the emergence of theory from practice and provides evidence of educational influence reflected in student development, curriculum enhancement, community engagement, and sustained professional learning.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Higher Education in a Context of Competing Demands
Contemporary higher education institutions operate within increasingly complex environments characterised by competing and often contradictory expectations. Academics are expected to contribute simultaneously to teaching and learning, research productivity, community engagement, student success, institutional transformation, and quality assurance initiatives. These expectations are reinforced through national policies, performance indicators, accreditation processes, and funding mechanisms that place increasing pressure on universities to demonstrate effectiveness, efficiency, responsiveness, and measurable outcomes (Badat, 2010; CHE, 2015). Within South African universities of technology, these pressures are further intensified by student massification, resource constraints, infrastructure limitations, and the expectation that institutions contribute directly to social and economic development (Mouton, 2016; CHE, 2015).
My own experience as an academic has unfolded within this environment of competing demands. Since entering higher education in 2004, I have worked across different institutional contexts and have experienced the increasing complexity associated with balancing teaching, research, academic administration, curriculum responsibilities, and student support. My doctoral inquiry identified these tensions as conflicting practices, a phenomenon arising when institutional expectations, professional responsibilities, and student realities compete for attention within the everyday work of academics (Patel, 2024).

1.2 The Problem of Conflicting Practices
A significant challenge facing academics is the disconnect between institutional assumptions and student realities. Higher education systems often assume that students possess the necessary conditions to engage successfully with learning. These assumptions include regular attendance, adequate academic preparation, financial stability, access to learning resources, and reliable digital connectivity. However, the realities experienced by many students frequently differ substantially from these expectations.
In my doctoral research, students were described as confronting poverty, food insecurity, inadequate accommodation, language barriers, digital exclusion, and under-preparedness for higher education (Patel, 2024). Similar observations appeared almost a decade earlier in my Postgraduate Diploma in Higher Education portfolio, where I reflected on students' inability to purchase textbooks, difficulties associated with English as a medium of instruction, and the effects of poverty on participation and success. Students frequently struggled to access resources, concentrate in class because of hunger, or engage fully with academic activities because of wider socio-economic challenges (Patel, 2015).
These realities created recurring tensions in my practice. As an academic, I was required to meet institutional expectations regarding curriculum coverage, assessment, throughput rates, and academic standards while simultaneously responding to students whose circumstances often limited their ability to participate fully in university life. 
1.3 Conceptual and Theoretical Gap
Several concepts provide important insights into aspects of these experiences. The literature on care highlights the importance of responsiveness, relational support, and concern for student wellbeing (Noddings, 2013). Emotional labour explains how educators manage emotional demands associated with professional practice (Hochschild, 1983). Academic identity literature provides insight into how academics understand and enact their professional roles (Leibowitz, 2012). Similarly, Ubuntu foregrounds relationality, interconnectedness, and respect for human dignity within educational contexts (Letseka, 2012).
Although these perspectives illuminate important dimensions of educational practice, none provides a sufficiently explicit explanation of how academics negotiate competing educational, institutional, and human responsibilities in their everyday work. This suggests a need for a concept capable of explaining this mediating practice.
1.4 Research Question and Contribution
This article addresses the following research question:
How did a twenty-year Living Theory inquiry into conflicting practices lead to the emergence of Human Buffering?
Drawing on evidence generated across two decades of academic practice, the article examines how a practitioner-generated concept emerged through sustained reflection on educational experience.
The article makes three contributions. First, it introduces Human Buffering as a practitioner-generated explanation of educational mediation. Second, it presents evidence of educational influence across multiple contexts. Third, it contributes a Living Theory account of concept development through sustained practitioner inquiry.

2. Context and Literature Review
This section positions the emergence of Human Buffering within the broader higher education literature while establishing the need for a concept capable of explaining how academics navigate competing institutional and student demands. Rather than presenting Human Buffering as a predetermined theoretical construct, the literature review provides the contextual and conceptual foundations from which the concept emerged through practice and reflection. Existing scholarship offers valuable insights into the realities of higher education, practitioner inquiry, care, emotional labour, and Ubuntu. However, these perspectives offer limited explanation of the educational practices through which academics respond to competing demands in higher education contexts.
2.1 Higher Education Context
South African higher education continues to be shaped by the intersecting pressures of transformation, widening access, massification, accountability, and resource constraints. Since 1994, universities have been expected to contribute simultaneously to social justice, economic development, graduate production, knowledge generation, and institutional transformation (Badat, 2010). While these objectives are important, they often generate competing demands for institutions and academics alike.
Universities of Technology occupy a distinctive position within this landscape. Historically oriented towards vocational and professional education, they have increasingly been expected to expand research outputs, postgraduate enrolments, community engagement activities, and innovation initiatives while continuing to provide access to students from historically disadvantaged backgrounds (CHE, 2015; Patel, 2024). The result is an environment characterised by growing complexity and heightened accountability pressures. Academics are required to maintain high student throughput rates, supervise postgraduate studies, publish research, engage communities, and contribute to quality assurance processes, frequently within contexts of limited resources and infrastructural constraints (Patel, 2024).
The challenge is further complicated by student massification. Increasing participation in higher education has undeniably expanded opportunities for many previously excluded groups. However, wider access has not necessarily translated into equitable conditions for success. Students entering universities often bring with them the consequences of unequal schooling, economic hardship, and social vulnerability (Boughey & McKenna, 2021). My doctoral inquiry found that many students experienced poverty, food insecurity, inadequate accommodation, language barriers, uneven digital access, and varying levels of academic preparedness (Patel, 2024). Similar observations appeared in my earlier PGDipHE reflections, where under-preparedness, textbook shortages, and socio-economic hardship were identified as persistent barriers to learning (Patel, 2015).
These realities create a persistent tension between institutional expectations and student circumstances. Universities require attendance, academic performance, progression, and completion, while many students operate within conditions that significantly constrain their participation. Consequently, academics often find themselves positioned between competing accountability pressures associated with institutional performance and responsibilities towards vulnerable students. These conditions create a complex environment within which professional judgement and educational action become increasingly significant.


2.2 Living Theory
The conceptual foundation of this study is Living Theory, developed by Whitehead (1989; 2018) as a form of practitioner inquiry concerned with improving professional practice. Living Theory begins with the question, “How do I improve what I am doing?” Rather than treating practitioners as passive recipients of knowledge, it positions them as creators of explanations grounded in their own lived educational experiences.
A central concept within Living Theory is the notion of the living contradiction. This occurs when individuals hold values that are not fully realised within their practice because of organisational, social, structural, or contextual constraints. Recognising these contradictions becomes the starting point for reflection, inquiry, and improvement. For Whitehead (2018), professional knowledge emerges through the continuous process of identifying tensions, reflecting on actions, and seeking more congruent forms of practice.
Living Theory is particularly relevant to higher education because it focuses on educational influence rather than simply educational activity. The key concern is not only what practitioners do, but how their actions influence their own learning, the learning of others, and the learning of wider social formations. Within this study, Living Theory provided a framework for tracing how professional learning and educational influence developed through sustained reflection on practice. 
2.3 Care, Ubuntu and Emotional Labour
Care
The ethics of care provides an important starting point for understanding educational relationships. Noddings (2013) argues that effective teaching involves relational responsiveness, attentiveness, and a genuine concern for the wellbeing of learners. From this perspective, education is not simply concerned with knowledge transmission but with recognising and responding to the needs of students as human beings.
Within higher education, caring practices often become visible through academic support, mentorship, accessibility, encouragement, and responsiveness to student circumstances. Many of the practices described in this study resonate strongly with care-based approaches. Supporting students experiencing hardship, creating alternative pathways for participation, and responding to individual circumstances all reflect caring educational relationships.
However, care on its own does not fully explain the work being examined here. While the literature on care emphasises responsiveness and relational support, it pays less attention to the institutional tensions and structural contradictions that academics must navigate. Care explains why support is provided but offers less insight into how practitioners respond to competing organisational and educational responsibilities.
Emotional Labour
The concept of emotional labour, first developed by Hochschild (1983), provides another useful lens. Emotional labour refers to the management of emotions as part of professional work. Within higher education, academics frequently regulate their emotions while supporting distressed students, responding to institutional pressures, managing heavy workloads, and maintaining professional relationships (Kinman, 2001).
Academic work frequently requires patience, empathy, encouragement, resilience, and emotional regulation. These dimensions are particularly evident in contexts characterised by poverty, vulnerability, and uncertainty. Emotional labour therefore helps explain some of the personal costs associated with supporting students under challenging circumstances.
Nevertheless, emotional labour remains focused primarily on the affective dimensions of practice. Although it explains how academics manage emotional demands, it does not fully account for the broader educational, organisational, and relational processes involved in mediating competing expectations. The focus remains largely on emotional regulation rather than broader educational practice.
Ubuntu 
Ubuntu offers a particularly relevant African perspective for understanding educational relationships within South African higher education contexts. Ubuntu is commonly associated with relational humanity, mutual care, dignity, interconnectedness, and the recognition that individual wellbeing is inseparable from the wellbeing of others (Letseka, 2012). The often-cited expression “a person is a person through other persons” captures the fundamentally relational nature of this worldview.
Educationally, Ubuntu encourages practices grounded in compassion, respect, responsibility, inclusion, and social connectedness. It provides a moral orientation that resonates strongly with many of the values evident in this study, particularly those associated with dignity, responsiveness, support, and community.
However, Ubuntu functions primarily as a value framework rather than an operational explanation of practice. It helps explain the ethical orientation underpinning actions but provides less detail regarding the processes through which academics navigate tensions between institutional expectations and student realities. While Ubuntu reveals the values informing these responses, it does not fully explain how values become enacted within everyday educational practice.
Collectively, care, emotional labour, and Ubuntu provide important conceptual foundations for understanding educational practice. Yet none adequately explains the recurring pattern of mediation that emerged in response to conflicting practices. This conceptual gap creates space for the emergence of Human Buffering as a practitioner-generated explanation of how academics respond when institutional demands and student realities collide.
2.4 Academic Identity and Mediation
Academic identity is neither fixed nor solely defined by disciplinary expertise. Rather, it is shaped continuously through interaction with students, colleagues, institutional structures, policies, and broader societal expectations (Leibowitz, 2012; Barkhuizen, 2017). Within contemporary higher education, academics are expected to function simultaneously as teachers, researchers, mentors, supervisors, administrators, and agents of transformation. These multiple roles often generate tensions that require continuous negotiation and adaptation.
Agency becomes significant within such contexts because academics are not passive recipients of institutional mandates. Instead, they actively interpret, negotiate, and respond to the competing demands placed upon them. Through professional judgement, reflection, and action, academics make decisions about how best to balance institutional expectations with student needs and educational values. The exercise of agency is particularly important where organisational policies, resource constraints, and student circumstances create conditions that cannot be resolved through procedural compliance alone.
The concept of mediation offers a useful lens for understanding this work. Mediation involves connecting, translating, negotiating, and reconciling competing positions in ways that enable continued participation and progress. In educational contexts, mediation may occur between policy and practice, curriculum requirements and student preparedness, institutional expectations and student realities. While literature on academic identity acknowledges agency and professional judgement, it provides limited explanation of the specific practices through which academics mediate these tensions in their daily work.
The analysis undertaken in this study suggests that a recurring form of values-based mediation operates within higher education practice. It is this recurring pattern that ultimately contributed to the emergence of Human Buffering as a conceptual explanation for how academics respond to conflicting demands while seeking to preserve educational possibility.
2.5 Identified Conceptual Gap
The preceding discussion demonstrates that existing concepts provide important but partial explanations of educational practice within complex higher education environments. Care explains responsiveness to students, emotional labour highlights the management of affective demands, academic identity provides insight into professional self-understanding, and Ubuntu offers an ethical framework grounded in dignity and relationality. However, none fully explains how academics actively mediate competing institutional and student demands in practice.
Table 1: Conceptual Foundations and Identified Gap

	Concept
	Contribution
	Limitation

	Care
	Emphasises support, responsiveness, and relational engagement
	Limited focus on institutional tensions and mediation

	Emotional Labour
	Explains management of emotional demands and pressures
	Limited attention to educational mediation processes

	Academic Identity
	Explains professional self-understanding and agency
	Less explanatory of everyday mediating practices

	Ubuntu
	Provides values of dignity, relational humanity, and interconnectedness
	Values-oriented but less operationally defined

	Human Buffering
	Explains mediation of conflicting institutional and student demands
	Concept being developed through this inquiry



Collectively, these perspectives illuminate important aspects of academic work but leave a conceptual space regarding how academics actively negotiate competing expectations. The analysis that follows develops a conceptual explanation for this mediating work and examines its emergence through practitioner inquiry.

3. Methodology 
This study adopted Living Theory Research as a practitioner inquiry methodology. Living Theory Research was selected because it enables practitioners to investigate and explain educational influence through critical reflection on practice (Whitehead, 2008). The inquiry focused on understanding how a recurring pattern of educational mediation emerged through twenty years of professional practice within a South African University of Technology.
3.1 Living Educational Theory Inquiry
Living Theory research, developed by Whitehead (1989, 2018), is grounded in the question: How do I improve what I am doing? Rather than positioning the researcher as an external observer, Living Theory locates inquiry within the lived experiences of the practitioner. The approach is particularly appropriate for educational research because it focuses on the relationship between values, practice, reflection, and educational influence. Educational knowledge is generated through critical examination of practice and the ongoing effort to improve it.
A key concept within Living Theory is the notion of a living contradiction, where practitioners hold values that are not fully realised within existing institutional structures and practices. Throughout this inquiry, recurring tensions emerged between values such as care, inclusion, dignity, and student development, and institutional demands relating to throughput, accountability, workload, and performance targets. The investigation therefore focussed on understanding how these tensions were experienced, negotiated, and addressed through practice.
Through this approach, recurring tensions within practice became sites for reflection and learning, contributing to the emergence of Human Buffering as an explanatory concept.
3.2 Data Sources
The study draws on four interconnected sources of evidence spanning a period of approximately twenty years. The use of multiple sources enables triangulation and strengthens the credibility of the findings by allowing recurring patterns to be identified across different contexts and time periods.

Source 1: Postgraduate Diploma in Higher Education Portfolio (2015)
[bookmark: _Hlk241159809]The first source was my Portfolio, developed as part of the Postgraduate Diploma in Higher Education (PGDipHE) at Rhodes University. The portfolio contains early reflections on teaching practice, student vulnerability, assessment, curriculum development, and institutional pressures. It provides evidence of the initial discomforts, questions, and educational concerns that contributed to the later emergence of Human Buffering.

Source 2: Doctoral Study (2024)
The second source was my doctoral inquiry, Conflicting Practices in Higher Education: A Practitioner’s Perspective. The study generated evidence relating to workload, student vulnerability, institutional expectations, infrastructure constraints, and educational contradictions. It provided the principal evidence base through which recurring patterns of mediation became visible.

Source 3: Vice-Chancellor's Teaching Excellence Portfolio (2026)
The Vice-Chancellor’s Award portfolio provided evidence of educational influence through student evaluations, pass-rate trends, curriculum leadership, mentoring activities, and teaching innovation. These data were particularly important in validating the educational impact of practices associated with Human Buffering.
Source 4: Community Engagement Portfolio (2026)
The community engagement portfolio documented educational support activities, student participation, food security initiatives, and community partnerships. The portfolio demonstrated that buffering practices extended beyond formal teaching into broader educational and community contexts.
3.3 Analysis Process
Analysis was undertaken through critical reflection, thematic analysis, and retrospective interpretation. The objective was to identify recurring tensions, values, actions, and forms of educational influence evident across the documentary sources.
The second stage involved thematic analysis. Documentary evidence was reviewed iteratively and coded according to recurring patterns evident across different periods and settings. The analysis generated four themes:
1. Student vulnerability (poverty, language barriers, food insecurity and under-preparedness).
2. Institutional expectations (throughput, accountability, quality assurance and performance).
3. Lecturer mediation (support, adaptation, mentoring and advocacy).
4. Educational influence (student success, development and community engagement).
The final stage involved retrospective interpretation. The purpose was not to impose a predetermined concept upon the data but to identify how recurring practices and responses evolved over time. Retrospective interpretation revealed a recurring pattern of educational action directed towards sustaining participation, dignity, and educational continuity in the face of competing demands. This recurring pattern was subsequently conceptualised as Human Buffering.


3.4 The Role of Rich Pictures in Surfacing Contradictions
As my inquiry developed, I found that written reflection alone was insufficient to capture the complexity of my professional environment. During the doctoral study, I used Rich Pictures informed by Soft Systems Methodology (Checkland & Poulter, 2006) to explore the relationships between institutional expectations, student realities, professional responsibilities, and educational values. The process did not generate solutions directly. Rather, it enabled me to visualise interconnected challenges and identify recurring tensions that shaped my practice. These included tensions between student vulnerability and institutional accountability, academic standards and educational inclusion, and performance expectations and meaningful learning. Revisiting these visual representations helped make visible patterns of mediation that had previously remained implicit within my practice. Although the Rich Picture informed the inquiry, the focus of this article is not the visual method itself but the conceptual insight that emerged from it, namely a recurring form of values-led mediation that became visible through reflection on conflicting educational practices.
3.5 Learning from Contradictions
Contradictions were an important feature of this inquiry. They were evident in the recurring tensions between institutional expectations and student realities, between accountability and inclusion, and between performance measures and educational care. Rather than treating these tensions as isolated incidents, I approached them as opportunities for reflection and learning. The purpose of this article is not to undertake a formal Cultural-Historical Activity Theory analysis but to understand how sustained engagement with these contradictions contributed to my professional learning and the emergence of Human Buffering. Consequently, the emphasis remains on practitioner inquiry, educational influence, and the development of explanatory insight through Living Educational Theory Research.

4. Journey of Inquiry: From Practice to Concept
The purpose of this section is to explain how the concept of Human Buffering emerged through a twenty-year journey of educational practice, reflection, and inquiry. The reviewers of the manuscript questioned the origins of the concept and called for greater attention to the developmental process through which it emerged. Rather than presenting Human Buffering as a theoretical construct developed independently of practice, this section demonstrates how the concept arose from lived experience within higher education. Through successive phases of professional growth, critical reflection, and practitioner inquiry, recurring tensions between institutional expectations and student realities became increasingly visible. It was the sustained engagement with these tensions that ultimately gave rise to Human Buffering as an explanatory concept.
4.1 Phase 1 (2004–2014): Unnamed Practice 
My academic career began in 2004 at Durban University of Technology after a period of employment in industry where I performed accounting, auditing, and information technology functions. Entering academia represented a significant transition. While I possessed disciplinary knowledge and professional experience, I had received no formal preparation as a higher education educator. Consequently, many of my early teaching practices were informed by intuition, observation, and recollections of how I had been taught as a student. At this stage, my responses to student difficulties were practical rather than theoretically informed.
As I moved between institutions including Durban University of Technology, UNISA, MANCOSA, and eventually Mangosuthu University of Technology, I became increasingly aware of the challenges facing students. Many arrived with uneven educational preparation, varying levels of confidence, and limited access to resources. Some struggled financially while others experienced difficulty adjusting to university expectations and academic culture. My responses during this period typically involved additional consultation, individual guidance, informal mentoring, explanation of difficult concepts, and the sharing of practical strategies for learning.
These interventions were not unusual from my perspective. They appeared to be part of what responsible teaching required. I did not view them as examples of a distinct educational practice. Rather, they emerged naturally from a belief that effective teaching should involve supporting students to succeed despite the challenges they faced. Looking back, however, these early activities reveal a recurring tendency to respond when institutional arrangements proved insufficient for particular student circumstances. Although I had not yet conceptualised these responses, they represented the beginnings of a pattern that would become significant much later.
The doctoral thesis later described my commitment to teaching as a “calling” and emphasised a desire to contribute to nation-building through education. This orientation influenced how I understood the role of the academic and shaped my willingness to engage with student difficulties even when those difficulties extended beyond formal teaching responsibilities. At the time, however, these actions remained unnamed, unexamined, and largely intuitive.
Incident 1: Student under-preparedness
During my first years in academia, I assumed that students who met university admission requirements possessed the academic foundations needed for tertiary study. I remember marking assessment scripts and becoming increasingly puzzled that students who could reproduce definitions accurately were often unable to explain the same concepts in their own words. During discussions after class, several students admitted that success at school often depended on memorisation rather than understanding. This was one of the first occasions on which I realised that formal admission requirements did not necessarily equate to readiness for university learning. This experience prompted me to reconsider my assumptions about preparedness and marked one of my earliest recognitions that educational challenges could not be understood solely as individual student deficiencies. I realised that passing matric was not the same as being prepared for university study. Students struggled with independent learning, disciplinary language, and academic writing. My initial response was simply to explain concepts more carefully. Over time, however, I realised that the challenge extended beyond subject knowledge and was connected to broader educational inequalities. This insight changed how I approached teaching and student support. With my tutors and class representatives I made a list of words and concepts with the equivalent meaning in Zulu, when I mentioned the terminology in their own home language, students demonstrated greater confidence and understanding when disciplinary terminology was explained through familiar linguistic references.
4.2 Phase 2 (2015): Reflective Turning Point
A significant change occurred during my participation in the Postgraduate Diploma in Higher Education at Rhodes University. This experience created opportunities to examine my educational practice critically and systematically. For the first time, I encountered concepts such as reflective practice, curriculum development, student learning theory, assessment for learning, educational evaluation, and postgraduate supervision as objects of scholarly inquiry rather than everyday activities.
The portfolio produced during this period captured several moments of growing discomfort. During the PGDipHE I reflected that I had “become uneasy with the results my students produce” and questioned whether the marks they achieved represented genuine understanding or merely the reproduction of information. For the first time, I began critically examining my own assumptions about teaching, assessment, and student learning. I also became increasingly conscious of how students experienced higher education and whether institutional measures of success adequately reflected their circumstances. These reflections marked a departure from simply responding to problems and initiated a process of questioning the assumptions underpinning my work.
The portfolio documented recurring challenges that students faced, including poverty, food insecurity, textbook affordability, language barriers, large class sizes, and educational under-preparedness. I observed that some students could not purchase prescribed textbooks, struggled to communicate effectively in English, or arrived at university with limited experience of independent learning. I also reflected on institutional pressures relating to throughput, class sizes, and workload expectations. For the first time, these issues appeared not as isolated difficulties but as interconnected features of the educational environment.
Importantly, the PGDipHE portfolio showed evidence of increasing self-awareness. Statements such as “I became more conscious,” “I questioned myself,” and “I became uneasy” revealed a growing recognition that educational practice involved more than content delivery and assessment. This unease was not directed at students. Rather, it was directed at myself. I began questioning whether my teaching methods were helping students understand accounting concepts or merely helping them pass assessments. For the first time, I recognised that improving student learning required me to reflect critically on my own assumptions and practices. The process encouraged me to think critically about how academics respond to structural constraints while remaining committed to student learning. Although a formal theory had not yet emerged, a new reflective stance was developing.
4.3 Phase 3 (2016–2019): Seeing Contradictions
Following the completion of the PGDipHE, the tensions identified through reflection became increasingly visible in everyday academic practice. Rather than disappearing, they became more pronounced as institutional expectations expanded. Academics were expected to maintain high student success rates, increase research productivity, undertake administrative responsibilities, contribute to quality assurance processes, and support institutional transformation initiatives simultaneously.
One contradiction that became particularly apparent involved throughput expectations. Universities required improved success rates, yet many students continued to face conditions that undermined their participation in learning. Educational disadvantage, poverty, language barriers, accommodation problems, and limited access to technology remained persistent realities. The responsibility for managing these tensions frequently fell on academics who occupied the space between policy implementation and student experience.
Workload pressures created an additional contradiction. Research outputs, postgraduate qualifications, teaching excellence, community engagement, and administrative compliance all competed for limited time and resources. At the same time, students continued to require individual support, consultation, mentoring, and guidance. The gap between institutional requirements and available capacity became increasingly difficult to ignore.
During this period, I became increasingly aware that many responses to these challenges involved forms of mediation. Students were referred to support structures, alternative learning opportunities were created, additional explanations were provided, flexibility was exercised where appropriate, and efforts were made to negotiate educational continuity despite structural constraints. These actions appeared repeatedly across teaching, assessment, mentoring, and academic support activities. However, although the pattern was visible, it remained unnamed.

Incident 2: At-risk students
A critical development occurred through my work with students who failed assessments. Rather than treating poor performance as an individual deficiency, I began writing “SEE ME” on scripts and meeting students individually to discuss the reasons behind their difficulties. These meetings were initially intended as academic consultations. However, they frequently became conversations about circumstances that were invisible in examination scripts. Initially, I expected students to explain poor performance in academic terms. Instead, many conversations revealed transport difficulties, delayed funding, family responsibilities and uncertainty about belonging at university. These discussions shifted my focus from assessment outcomes alone towards understanding the conditions that shaped student participation. I gradually recognised that educational performance could not be separated from students’ lived realities.
4.4 Phase 4 (2020–2024): Conflict Intensifies
The emergence of COVID-19 intensified existing contradictions and exposed new ones. The rapid transition to digitally supported teaching highlighted vast inequalities in access to technology, connectivity, and learning environments. While higher education institutions increasingly relied on online and blended learning models, many students lacked devices, data, stable internet connectivity, and suitable study environments.
At the same time, the social and economic vulnerabilities of students became more visible. My doctoral inquiry documented student experiences of poverty, hunger, inadequate accommodation, and financial instability. Some students struggled to access food, while others supported family members using limited financial aid resources. Academic participation was often shaped as much by socio-economic conditions as by educational ability.
It was during this period that the concept of the living contradiction, described by Whitehead (2018), became personally meaningful. I increasingly found myself attempting to uphold values of care, inclusion, dignity, and educational opportunity while operating within systems that often assumed student preparedness and resource availability. The contradiction between institutional expectations and lived realities was no longer peripheral. It became central to my understanding of academic work.
The doctoral research provided a structured opportunity to investigate these experiences more deeply. Through interviews, documentary analysis, systems thinking, and reflection, patterns began to emerge across different areas of practice. Recurring tensions were identified not only in teaching and learning but also in workload, administration, student support, mentoring, and community engagement. The doctoral study labelled these experiences as conflicting practices, but the explanation of how academics responded to them remained incomplete.
Incident 3: Poverty and food insecurity
During my doctoral inquiry I became increasingly confronted by the effects of poverty and food insecurity. Students frequently reported arriving at class hungry, struggling to concentrate, and using financial aid not only for themselves but also to support family members. One student explained that part of the NSFAS allowance was regularly sent home to assist family members. Another described struggling to concentrate during lectures because food was often unavailable. Such conversations challenged institutional assumptions that attendance and participation were simply matters of student choice. These realities forced me to confront the limitations of institutional assumptions about student participation. I realised that institutional discussions about attendance, participation and performance rarely acknowledged these realities. The challenge was no longer how to teach accounting more effectively. The challenge was how meaningful learning could occur when basic needs remained unmet.
Phase 5: Human Buffering Emergence
The final phase involved recognising a recurring pattern that had been present throughout the journey but had remained conceptually invisible. Across multiple contexts, I repeatedly encountered situations where institutional expectations collided with student realities. In response, actions were undertaken to support participation, maintain learning continuity, preserve dignity, and create educational possibilities despite constraints.
In revisiting these incidents, a consistent pattern became visible. Whether supporting students experiencing hardship, navigating institutional requirements, adapting learning opportunities, mentoring colleagues, or responding to community needs, the underlying activity remained remarkably similar. I was repeatedly attempting to mediate between institutional systems and human realities. What had initially appeared to be isolated acts of support gradually became recognisable as a coherent educational practice. This growing recognition ultimately led to the concept of Human Buffering.
What became visible was not a single intervention, but a recurring educational practice. The practice involved creating space between institutional pressures and student vulnerabilities in ways intended to sustain educational participation. Through retrospective analysis, this recurring mediation was identified, named, and conceptualised as Human Buffering.
The emergence of Human Buffering was therefore not the result of abstract theoretical construction. Rather, it arose from twenty years of lived educational practice, critical reflection, and inquiry. The journey itself became the source of the theory.
5. Findings 
The analysis revealed four interrelated themes that consistently appeared across the evidence base. Taken together, they demonstrate how conflicting practices emerged within the everyday work of an academic operating in a South African University of Technology. These themes do not represent isolated challenges. Rather, they illustrate the interconnected tensions between institutional expectations, student realities, academic responsibilities, and wider community obligations. It was within these tensions that the practices later conceptualised as Human Buffering became visible.
Theme 1: Student Reality versus Institutional Expectations 
A recurring finding across the evidence was the tension between the assumptions embedded within higher education systems and the actual circumstances experienced by students. Universities generally operate on the assumption that students possess the resources and conditions necessary for participation, including regular attendance, access to learning materials, digital connectivity, adequate nutrition, and sufficient levels of academic preparedness. However, the evidence repeatedly demonstrated that these assumptions did not reflect the lived realities of many students.
Poverty emerged as one of the most significant barriers to participation. The PGDipHE portfolio documented students who could not afford prescribed textbooks and learning materials, while the doctoral study later confirmed that financial hardship remained a persistent feature of student life. Students frequently relied on financial aid, shared resources, delayed purchasing books, or attempted to study without essential learning materials. In several instances, financial pressures extended beyond the student, as available funds were often used to support family members facing similar socio-economic challenges.
Food insecurity represented a related challenge. Both the PGDipHE portfolio and doctoral study documented situations in which students attended classes while experiencing hunger and financial hardship. The inability to access food affected concentration, participation, and academic performance. Within these circumstances, academic success could not be understood solely as a function of ability or effort but was closely linked to broader socio-economic conditions.
Language also emerged as a recurring challenge. Many students entered higher education with English as an additional language and experienced difficulty engaging with disciplinary discourse, academic writing, and formal communication. This challenge was compounded by the articulation gap between school and university expectations. The evidence demonstrates that academic development frequently required support extending beyond disciplinary content into areas such as communication, literacy, study skills, and academic confidence.
Collectively, these findings suggest that educational access cannot be understood solely as admission to higher education. Students may gain formal access to university while remaining excluded by poverty, hunger, language barriers, and uneven educational preparation. The findings therefore indicate that meaningful participation requires ongoing forms of academic support that extend beyond traditional teaching activities.
Theme 2: Throughput versus Care
The second theme concerned the tension between institutional performance imperatives and values associated with care, support, and student development. Across the doctoral study and teaching portfolio, institutional success was strongly linked to throughput rates, pass rates, graduation targets, and student progression indicators. These measures formed part of broader accountability frameworks that influenced institutional decision-making and academic responsibilities.
At the same time, the evidence demonstrated a strong commitment to developmental support. Rather than viewing students solely as performance indicators, the practice documented throughout the portfolios reflected efforts to support students as individuals operating within varying social and educational circumstances. These activities included consultation, mentoring, feedback, academic advising, referrals to support services, additional learning opportunities, and personalised interventions for students experiencing difficulties.
Evidence from the Vice-Chancellor's Award portfolio illustrates how developmental support became integrated into teaching practice. Structured consultation opportunities, scaffolding, mentoring, assessment guidance, and accessible learning resources contributed to sustained improvements in student outcomes, including improved pass rates and positive student evaluations. Student reflections further indicated that educational influence extended beyond academic achievement to include confidence, professional identity, and career aspirations.
These findings suggest that care and student success should not be positioned as competing priorities. Rather, developmental support functions as an educational resource that enables students to meet academic expectations more successfully. Care therefore emerged not as an alternative to performance but as a condition that supports it.
Theme 3: Research versus Teaching
The third theme concerned the relationship between teaching responsibilities and increasing expectations relating to research productivity. Throughout the doctoral inquiry, academic work was characterised by multiple and competing responsibilities. These included teaching, assessment, student support, administration, curriculum development, quality assurance activities, postgraduate study, community engagement, and research output expectations.
Participants consistently described workload as a major challenge. Large class sizes, intensive marking requirements, administrative responsibilities, committee work, student consultations, registration activities, and institutional reporting processes created significant pressures on available time. These responsibilities frequently competed with expectations regarding postgraduate qualifications, publication outputs, conference participation, and research development.
The evidence reveals that competing expectations generated a recurring tension. On one hand, institutional strategies encouraged increased research productivity and academic development. On the other hand, the realities of teaching within a resource-constrained environment often required substantial investment of time and energy in student support and administrative work. 
The findings indicate that workload operates as a critical structural condition shaping academic practice. Decisions about time allocation influence not only research productivity but also student support, curriculum development, and professional growth. As a result, workload emerges as a key factor affecting the educational capacity of academics within resource-constrained environments.
Theme 4: University and Community
The final theme extended the analysis beyond the classroom and demonstrated that many of the same tensions appeared within community engagement activities. Evidence from the community engagement portfolio revealed sustained efforts to respond to socio-economic challenges through educational support, food security initiatives, household assistance, and community-based interventions. These activities included providing school uniforms, educational resources, food support, and direct assistance to vulnerable households.
A notable finding was the integration of student participation into these initiatives. Students were involved in planning and implementation activities that exposed them to the realities facing surrounding communities. Reflection on these experiences suggested increased awareness of inequality, civic responsibility, and the broader social context within which education operates.
These findings suggest that educational responsibility extends beyond formal curriculum delivery. Community engagement created opportunities for learning, participation, and social awareness that complemented classroom activities. The evidence therefore indicates that educational influence can occur across multiple sites, including classrooms, communities, and partnerships beyond the university. 
Taken together, these themes provide evidence of a recurring form of educational action that was not immediately visible during practice but became apparent through retrospective reflection and analysis. The next section explores how this recurring pattern contributed to the emergence of Human Buffering.
6. Human Buffering as Emergent Theory
The preceding analysis identified a recurring pattern across teaching, learning, curriculum development, mentoring, student support, and community engagement. Although these practices initially appeared as context-specific responses to immediate challenges, closer examination revealed a consistent form of action. Across different institutional settings and over a twenty-year period, similar responses emerged whenever tensions arose between institutional expectations and the lived realities of students. Human Buffering emerged gradually through sustained reflection and recurrent engagement with practical educational dilemmas.
Defining Human Buffering
Human Buffering is defined as:
Human Buffering is a values-led form of educational mediation through which academics negotiate tensions between institutional expectations and the lived realities of students in ways intended to preserve dignity, participation, care and educational possibility.

This definition emerged inductively from practice rather than deductively from theory. Human Buffering was not identified through abstract conceptual analysis but through sustained engagement with situations where competing demands required practical responses. Across multiple settings, the academic role extended beyond the formal responsibilities of teaching disciplinary content. Instead, it frequently involved creating bridges between institutional systems and student circumstances, particularly where structural barriers threatened participation, learning continuity, or academic success.
Human Buffering therefore differs from approaches that focus exclusively on care, emotional labour, or professional identity. While each contributes important insights, Human Buffering foregrounds the active role of academics as mediators operating within complex institutional environments. It focuses specifically on how tensions are negotiated, translated, and managed in ways that allow education to continue despite adverse circumstances.
Characteristics of Human Buffering
Analysis of the evidence revealed five interconnected characteristics that collectively define Human Buffering.
1. Mediation
The most fundamental characteristic is mediation. Human Buffering occurs when academics position themselves between competing realities and seek workable responses that preserve educational participation. This mediation is evident when lecturers navigate tensions between institutional policies and student circumstances, throughput expectations and developmental support, or curriculum demands and educational readiness. Rather than simply enforcing institutional requirements or abandoning them, mediation seeks a balanced pathway that maintains educational integrity while responding to human realities.
2. Translation
Human Buffering also involves translation. Students frequently encounter institutional systems, policies, procedures, and expectations that are unfamiliar or difficult to interpret. Academics often function as translators who make these systems understandable and accessible. Equally, lecturers may translate student realities to institutional structures through advocacy, referrals, or support mechanisms. In this sense, buffering involves helping different parts of the system understand one another.
3. Adaptation
A third characteristic is adaptation. The evidence consistently showed lecturers adjusting teaching approaches, communication methods, assessment support, consultation opportunities, and learning resources in response to student needs and contextual constraints. Importantly, adaptation does not imply lowering standards. Rather, it reflects attempts to create alternative pathways through which students can engage meaningfully with learning despite barriers related to poverty, language, technology, or educational preparedness.
4. Advocacy
Human Buffering includes advocacy on behalf of students and communities. Throughout the evidence base, academics acted as connectors to institutional support systems, referred students for assistance, facilitated access to resources, and initiated interventions intended to improve participation and wellbeing. Community engagement activities revealed similar patterns in which educational actors responded to identified needs while seeking to strengthen opportunities for learning and development. Advocacy therefore extends buffering beyond the classroom into broader institutional and community contexts.
5. Responsiveness
Finally, Human Buffering is characterised by responsiveness. It does not emerge from predetermined procedures but from attentiveness to context. Responsive action requires recognising the difference between institutional assumptions and lived realities, then acting in ways that address emerging needs. It reflects an educational orientation grounded in care, dignity, relationality, and responsibility while remaining conscious of institutional constraints and obligations.
6. Human Buffering as an Explanatory Framework
When viewed collectively, these characteristics suggest that Human Buffering functions as more than a collection of supportive practices. It provides a way of understanding educational action within environments characterised by conflicting practices. The concept explains why academics repeatedly engage in acts of mediation, translation, adaptation, advocacy, and responsiveness despite the pressures generated by performance measures, resource limitations, and competing organisational priorities.
Human Buffering does not remove contradiction; rather, it creates educational possibilities within existing contradictions. In this respect, buffering becomes an enabling process rather than a problem-solving mechanism. It provides temporary and practical responses that preserve educational opportunities while larger structural challenges remain unresolved.
Figure 1: Human Buffering Framework
Institutional and Policy Expectations
↓
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↓
Educational Influence

Human Buffering functions as a values-led mediating process through which academics negotiate tensions between institutional and policy expectations and the lived realities of students.


Figure 1 illustrates the relationship between conflicting practices and Human Buffering. Institutional expectations generate tensions when they encounter student realities. Human Buffering operates as a mediating process through which participation is sustained, educational continuity preserved, and educational influence achieved. The concept therefore provides a theoretical explanation for the recurring practices identified throughout the journey of inquiry and offers a framework for understanding how academics navigate complexity in higher education contexts.
7. Validation and Educational Influence
A central concern raised during the review process related to validation. Specifically, questions were raised regarding how the influence of Human Buffering could be demonstrated beyond personal reflection and whether evidence existed to support claims of educational impact. In Living Theory research, validity is strengthened by demonstrating educational influence in the learning of self, others, and wider social formations (Whitehead, 2018). In response to this concern, evidence from teaching practice, student outcomes, community engagement activities, institutional recognition, and scholarly work was examined to determine whether the recurring practices identified in this inquiry had observable influence beyond the individual practitioner. The evidence presented below suggests that Human Buffering is not merely a personal interpretation of practice but a recurring form of educational action associated with demonstrable student, institutional, community, and scholarly outcomes.
7.1 Student Validation
The strongest source of validation emerged from student experiences and educational outcomes. Across the Vice-Chancellor’s Award portfolio, student evaluations consistently reported high levels of engagement, confidence, participation, and satisfaction. One student representative reflected that “we actually learned a lot”, noting that practical examples and structured approaches helped students understand auditing concepts more effectively. 
Another student noted that “we can communicate with him” and that “he makes things easy for us”, while another commented that the lecturer “responds to students’ problems on time”. Another student reflected that “after a test, he discusses where we had problems and advises us on answering questions in the future”, suggesting that support extended beyond assessment performance to ongoing academic development. These comments suggest that students experienced support not only in relation to content knowledge but also in relation to accessibility and responsiveness.  Former students indicated that learning experiences “ignited the passion” for auditing and continued to influence their professional practice after graduation.
Evaluation data collected over multiple years indicated that between 70% and 90% of students reported positive experiences of learning, support, accessibility, and academic guidance, suggesting educational environments characterised by responsiveness and sustained support. This influence extended beyond formal evaluation scores, with students highlighting the value of consultation opportunities, structured learning resources, assessment guidance, accessibility, and developmental support. Former students further reflected on how these experiences contributed to professional identity formation, enhanced confidence, and informed career decisions, while some graduates noted that the analytical thinking, professional judgement, and discipline-specific understanding developed during their studies continued to shape their professional practice after graduation. Together, these findings suggest that the educational influence of the teaching extended beyond immediate assessment outcomes into graduates' longer-term personal and professional development.
The significance of this evidence lies in the consistency with which support, accessibility, and responsiveness appeared across student accounts. These characteristics align closely with the processes identified within Human Buffering and suggest that students experienced tangible benefits arising from practices intended to mediate the tensions between institutional demands and educational realities.
7.2 Quantitative Validation
Quantitative evidence provides a second source of validation. While educational outcomes are influenced by multiple factors and cannot be attributed solely to one intervention or individual, patterns evident within the teaching portfolio indicate sustained improvements in student achievement during the period under review. Overall pass rates improved from 85.8% in 2021 to 97.1% in 2025, while several modules achieved pass rates of 100%.
A particularly relevant example involved Project Management IV. Student evaluations and performance data identified challenges relating to confidence, engagement, and independent learning. In response, a series of interventions was implemented, including additional scaffolding, clearer assessment guidance, enhanced consultation opportunities, and improved learning resources. Subsequently, module pass rates improved from 79.2% and 80.0% in 2021 and 2022 to 94.6% and 94.4% in 2024 and 2025.
These outcomes do not prove Human Buffering in isolation. However, they provide evidence that practices associated with mediation, adaptation, responsiveness, and developmental support contributed to positive educational outcomes. They also reinforce the argument that buffering actions seek not merely to address immediate difficulties but to sustain participation and educational continuity.
7.3 Community Validation
A third form of validation emerged through community engagement activities documented in the CEAD portfolio. While Human Buffering was initially identified through teaching and student support activities, the community engagement evidence suggests that the underlying practice extends beyond formal classroom environments.
The TENUSA Community Engagement and Student Learning Initiative involved educational support for schools, food security interventions, support for vulnerable households, and student participation in community-based activities. Importantly, these engagements were guided by responsiveness to identified needs rather than predetermined solutions. This approach reflected many of the same characteristics evident within Human Buffering, including mediation, adaptation, advocacy, and responsiveness.
Student involvement provides particularly important validation. Participation in activities such as school uniform distribution and community support initiatives exposed students to socio-economic realities often absent from traditional classroom contexts. Informal reflections reported increased awareness of inequality, civic responsibility, empathy, and social accountability. These outcomes indicate that the influence associated with Human Buffering was not limited to disciplinary learning but extended into students’ social understanding and responsiveness to community needs. These reflections are particularly important because they demonstrate that educational influence extended beyond classroom performance to include civic awareness, social responsibility and engagement with community realities. Student participants reported that community engagement activities increased their awareness of socio-economic inequality and reinforced the importance of contributing to society through professional practice. These outcomes demonstrate educational influence extending beyond academic achievement to include personal and social learning.
The community evidence therefore suggests that buffering practices were not confined to individual academic modules but formed part of a broader values-based approach to educational and social engagement.
7.4 Institutional Validation
Institutional recognition provides a fourth form of validation. While awards and nominations do not constitute proof of theory, they do indicate that educational and community contributions were recognised as significant within the institutional environment. Evidence from the Vice-Chancellor’s Teaching Excellence submission highlighted contributions to student success, curriculum leadership, mentoring, assessment innovation, quality assurance, and teaching development.
Similarly, the CEAD nomination recognised sustained community engagement, student development, partnership building, and socially responsive practice. The nomination specifically highlighted the integration of student learning and community impact, demonstrating that the educational influence of the work was visible beyond individual teaching activities.
These forms of recognition suggest that the practices examined within this article were not experienced solely by the practitioner but were also visible to colleagues, institutional leadership, students, and community stakeholders.
7.5 Scholarly Validation
The final source of validation emerged through scholarly activity. The doctoral inquiry itself provided a systematic and evidence-based investigation into conflicting practices in higher education and generated the conceptual foundations from which Human Buffering emerged. Through interviews, documentary analysis, systems thinking, reflection, and Living Theory inquiry, the doctoral study identified recurring tensions and responses that later informed the development of the concept.
The concept was also refined through doctoral supervision, conference presentations, scholarly dialogue and the open review process itself. Feedback from peers and discussions with my mentor highlighted areas requiring greater conceptual clarity and validation, contributing to the further development of Human Buffering as an explanatory framework. 
The Vice-Chancellor’s portfolio further documented the use of doctoral scholarship to inform curriculum renewal, student support, mentoring, assessment design, and teaching innovation. Consequently, educational influence extended beyond practice into scholarly engagement and professional dialogue.
Taken together, these multiple forms of validation suggest that Human Buffering is more than an individual interpretation of experience. Evidence from students, educational outcomes, community engagement, institutional recognition, and scholarly activity indicates that the practices described in this article have influenced learning, participation, development, and educational opportunities across multiple contexts. In Living Theory terms, these outcomes provide evidence of educational influence and support the credibility of Human Buffering as a practitioner-generated explanation of educational practice.
8. Discussion
The purpose of this discussion is to position Human Buffering within existing scholarship and to consider its contribution as an explanatory concept emerging from higher education practice. The findings suggest that Human Buffering does not replace existing concepts such as care, emotional labour, Ubuntu, or Living Theory. Rather, it integrates and extends aspects of each while providing a more explicit account of how academics mediate competing institutional and student demands within contexts characterised by constraint, vulnerability, and complexity.
8.1 Human Buffering and Care
The findings demonstrate substantial overlap between Human Buffering and the ethics of care. Consistent with Noddings' emphasis on relational responsiveness, attentiveness, and concern for learners, many of the practices identified in this inquiry involved actions intended to support students experiencing educational, social, or economic challenges. These included consultation, mentoring, academic guidance, referrals to support services, flexible access to learning resources, and efforts to sustain participation despite structural barriers.
However, Human Buffering extends beyond care by foregrounding the institutional context within which these actions occur. Care explains the relational and ethical dimensions of educational practice, but Human Buffering draws attention to the mediating work undertaken when institutional requirements collide with student realities. The concept therefore shifts the focus from care as a value to the practical processes through which care is enacted amid conflicting expectations. In this sense, Human Buffering may be understood as a form of applied or enacted care operating within organisational constraints.
Human Buffering differs from care because it explicitly recognises organisational and policy constraints as part of educational practice. Whereas care explains ethical orientation, Human Buffering explains the educational work required to enact care within conflicting institutional environments. This distinction is important because caring orientations alone do not necessarily explain how practitioners work within environments where accountability and compassion frequently compete for attention.
8.2 Human Buffering and Emotional Labour
The findings also resonate with the literature on emotional labour. Throughout the inquiry, academics routinely encountered situations requiring empathy, patience, encouragement, resilience, and emotional regulation. Supporting students affected by poverty, food insecurity, academic uncertainty, or personal hardship frequently required emotional work extending beyond formal teaching responsibilities.
Yet the findings suggest that Human Buffering encompasses more than emotional management. Emotional labour focuses primarily on how professionals regulate emotions within workplace contexts. Human Buffering includes these emotional dimensions but extends further into the realms of mediation, advocacy, translation, adaptation, and educational continuity. The emphasis is not simply on managing emotional demands but on creating practical pathways that allow students to remain engaged with learning despite adversity. Consequently, emotional labour may be viewed as one element within Human Buffering rather than a complete explanation of the phenomenon.
Emotional labour focuses on the management of feelings. Human Buffering includes emotional work but extends beyond it by incorporating adaptation, negotiation, translation and advocacy as responses to systemic pressures. Consequently, emotional labour helps explain part of the phenomenon, but does not sufficiently account for the educational, organisational and relational complexity visible in this inquiry.
8.3 Human Buffering and Ubuntu
The role of Ubuntu was evident throughout the evidence base, particularly within recurring commitments to dignity, inclusion, relationality, and social responsibility. The practices identified in the PGDipHE portfolio, doctoral inquiry, teaching portfolio, and community engagement work consistently reflected values associated with recognising the humanity of students and communities. Efforts to support participation, maintain dignity, address hardship, and foster inclusion align strongly with Ubuntu's emphasis on interconnectedness and mutual responsibility.
Human Buffering may therefore be understood as one way in which Ubuntu becomes operationalised within higher education practice. Whereas Ubuntu provides the ethical and relational foundation, Human Buffering explains the actions through which these values are enacted. It offers a practical description of how dignity and inclusion are negotiated and sustained when structural realities threaten student participation and educational opportunity.
Human Buffering may therefore be interpreted as a practical enactment of Ubuntu within higher education, particularly where dignity and participation are threatened by socio-economic disadvantage. Human Buffering therefore contributes an operational dimension to Ubuntu by explaining how these values are enacted within specific educational contexts characterised by contradiction and constraint.
8.4 Human Buffering and Living Theory
Perhaps the closest relationship exists between Human Buffering and Living Theory. Whitehead's notion of the living contradiction provided an important lens through which recurring tensions became visible. The doctoral inquiry identified persistent contradictions between institutional expectations and educational values associated with care, inclusion, student development, and participation. These contradictions generated the conditions that prompted reflection and inquiry.
Human Buffering emerged through this process of practitioner inquiry. It was not imposed through external theoretical frameworks but arose inductively through sustained reflection on practice across two decades. In Living Theory terms, Human Buffering represents a practitioner-generated explanation of educational influence rooted in lived experience. The concept therefore reflects one possible answer to Whitehead's question: How do I improve what I am doing? It captures the recurring actions through which conflicting practices were negotiated and educational possibilities sustained.
Viewed collectively, the findings suggest that Human Buffering occupies a conceptual space at the intersection of care, emotional labour, Ubuntu, and Living Theory. Its distinctive contribution lies in explaining how academics mediate competing demands while seeking to preserve dignity, participation, continuity, and educational influence. In doing so, it offers a contextually grounded explanation of educational practice within contemporary higher education environments characterised by complexity and contradiction.
Unlike externally imposed frameworks, Human Buffering emerged inductively through practitioner inquiry. Its significance therefore lies not only in the explanation it offers but also in the process through which it was generated.
9. Conclusion
This article set out to examine how a twenty-year Living Theory inquiry into higher education practice contributed to the emergence of Human Buffering. In doing so, it responded directly to the question of how a practitioner’s sustained engagement with educational realities can generate new conceptual understanding. Rather than beginning with theory and searching for evidence, the inquiry began with lived experience and sought to understand recurring patterns within that experience.
The findings revealed that higher education practice was characterised by persistent contradictions between institutional expectations and student realities. Across two decades, tensions emerged around poverty, food insecurity, language barriers, student under-preparedness, throughput requirements, research productivity expectations, workload demands, and community responsibilities. These tensions were not isolated events but recurring features of academic life within a South African University of Technology.
Through critical reflection and practitioner inquiry, these experiences became increasingly visible and intelligible. The journey from intuitive responses to systematic reflection exposed a recurring pattern of educational action in which mediation, translation, adaptation, advocacy, and responsiveness were repeatedly employed to sustain participation and educational continuity. It was through this process that Human Buffering emerged as a way of explaining how academics navigate conflicting practices without abandoning commitments to care, dignity, inclusion, and student success.
The concept was further strengthened through multiple forms of validation. Evidence from student evaluations, educational outcomes, community engagement activities, institutional recognition, and scholarly inquiry demonstrated educational influence extending beyond individual reflection into the learning of students, colleagues, programmes, and communities. These different forms of validation support the credibility of Human Buffering as an emergent explanatory concept rather than a personal interpretation of experience.
The article contributes a practitioner-generated theory, evidence of educational influence, and a Living Theory account of concept formation. In doing so, it extends existing conversations concerning care, emotional labour, academic identity, and Ubuntu by providing a framework for understanding how academics mediate competing demands within complex higher education environments.
Human Buffering emerged not as a theoretical abstraction but as an explanation of lived educational practice developed through twenty years of responding to conflicting realities in higher education.
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