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Introduction
Violence in schools occurs in various forms, amongst or between the learners and between 
learners and educators, adversely affecting the sociological dynamic in terms of teaching and 
working environment.1 This phenomenon leaves educators with uncertainty concerning their 
profession.2

A study on school violence in South Africa indicated that 30% of educators report that they do not 
feel safe at school.3 Learner violence affects the educators’ psychological health, social cohesion 
and their health in general. Violence in schools can stem from external (impacting the school from 
the society) and internal (stemming from the school) factors, which often overlap.4 Drugs, 
gangsterism, and the carrying of weapons are external factors, while school governance, educator-
leaner relations, and security can be classified as internal factors. Crocks defined violence from 
three perspectives:5 direct violence, which aims to harm the fundamental needs of others 
(including nature); structural violence, which is embedded in social and global systems as forms 
of exploitation and repression; and cultural violence, which involves aspects of culture (such as 
religion and language) that justify direct and structural violence. School violence relates more to 
direct and structural violence given the historical context of education in South Africa. 

Learner violence on educators’ describes situations in which learners act aggressively or harmfully 
towards the educators, whether physically (i.e., hitting, punching, kicking, slapping, or any form 
of physical force), verbally (i.e., calling, mockery, insults), or psychologically (i.e., manipulation, 
threats, or intimidation).6,7 Cornell8 finds it concerning that learners have easy access to weapons 
that cause misfortunes with school shootings worldwide, resulting in at least ten victims for every 
attack. This study explored educators’ experiences with learner-induced violence in the Mopani 
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District, Limpopo, and examined the coping strategies 
educators use in response to this violence. The aim was to 
understand the psychological, emotional, and social impacts 
of such violence on educators, reveal gaps in available 
support systems, and recommend holistic, multidisciplinary 
interventions and policy reforms to create safer, more 
supportive educational environments.

Background and overview of the study 
Violence in schools is a growing and concerning issue in 
South Africa,9 despite the Department of Basic Education’s 
efforts to promote peace in schools through various projects 
and interventions.10,11 Grobler highlights that data on school 
violence in South Africa surpasses that of the United States 
because, in South Africa, 57 out of every 1000 learners 
encounter some form of violence.12 The National School 
Violence Study (NSVS) report for 2012 undertaken by the 
Centre for Justice and Crime Prevention (CJCP) revealed 
that  the Western Cape province had the highest rate of 
school  violence (28.7%), followed by Limpopo (25.2%) and 
Free State (13.2%).1 The research conducted by Neille & 
Penn13 offers a profound perspective for analysing the 
transdisciplinary aspects of the investigation into violence 
within educational environments, especially regarding the 
South African context. They highlighted the intricate ways in 
which violence interacts with a range of societal challenges, 
including disability and poverty, thereby deepening our 
comprehension of the complex dynamics present in 
educational settings. Through the synthesis of perspectives 
from psychology, sociology, education, and criminology, 
the  study underscores the necessity for comprehensive 
interventions that tackle not just the immediate repercussions 
of violence on educators but also the wider systemic 
influences that foster such violence, reflecting the intricate 
connections elucidated in Neille and Penn’s examination of 
violence among vulnerable populations.

Occurrences of violence targeting educators may cause 
serious health issues that have devastating effects on 
educators’ well-being. A study by Shields et al.14 in the 
Western Cape shows that 41% of educators have been victims 
of verbal and physical abuse by their learners. From a mental 
health discipline, these health issues include but are not 
limited to, stress, mental breakdown, constant sickness, and 
burnout.15,16,17 Additionally, some educators have reported 
that violence in schools adversely affects their overall 
performance in achieving curriculum objectives and 
diminishes their morale.18,19,20 Tapping into the educational 
discipline, educators play an essential role in determining 
learners’ academic performance, their health can affect 
learners’ performance.9 Consequently, the dynamics related 
to learner performance, their health and their impact on 
educators affect  the larger educational setting and might 
affect the development of personnel as well as the economy 
of South Africa.21,22,23 Violence results in a decline in education 
and financial resources due to the need to address the 
resulting disruptions.24 It is estimated that one out of five 

educators in South Africa is victimised by a violent act by a 
learner every year.25 There is still a rise in incidents of violent 
threats, assault, sexual assault (including rape), and robbery 
of educators in schools,26,27 as evidenced by many media 
reports in the recent past. News24 reported violence and 
killing at South African schools on 22 November 2018,28 and 
the Mail and Guardian followed another story concerning 
violence and bullying in the Gauteng province. A recent 
report was written by the IOL Online news channel on 28 
March 2024, entitled, ‘Alarm over increase in violent incidents 
at SA schools’, in which they reported learners inflicting 
injuries on both the educators and other learners within the 
school premises.29 According to Venketsamy,30 investigating 
violence against educators integrates insights from 
psychology, education, and social dynamics. Our study 
highlighted the emotional and psychological traumas 
experienced by educators, the study emphasises the need for 
a broader approach that encompasses psychological support, 
educational policy reform, and community engagement to 
address the pervasive issue of school violence effectively. 
This interconnectedness of action is crucial for developing 
comprehensive strategies that safeguard educators and 
enhance the educational environment.

This may, therefore, call for contributions from the discipline 
of criminology towards interventions, as emphasised by 
Mothibi et al.31 Our study was driven by the concern that 
some educators are working in certain schools that are 
considered unpredictable concerning one’s safety due to the 
violence taking place by the learners.15,32 Therefore, unsafe 
working environments may affect the educator’s social and 
mental well-being, which might affect the learning system.32,33

The South African Council for Educators (SACE)34 highlights 
the importance of putting into practice efficient strategies to 
handle and minimise learner violence against educators in 
schools.23,31 SACE only focuses on violence occurring in 
schools and the causes of the violence. However, educators’ 
coping mechanisms have not been explored. Therefore, the 
current study sheds light on the effects of violence and how 
educators cope following victimisation. An understanding of 
the effects of violence, as well as the current coping 
mechanisms, offers a foundation for developing interventions 
for educators.

School violence as a multifaceted problem
The problem of school violence is multifaceted, often 
reflecting the society in which the school operates.  As 
Khumalo35 asserts, schools are an extension of society. At a 
macro level, families play an important role in children’s 
development and form the basis for socialisation and moral 
development. For example, the learners’ indiscipline, which 
contributes to violence inflicted on educators, has been 
attributed to parental and community factors.36 Furthermore, 
indiscipline is a complex phenomenon, including parental 
factors such as parenting style, moral example/modelling 
behaviour, family stress and the parents’ relations with 
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the  school. Residential dwellings of parents are situated 
within communities.37 The parental home serves as a crucial 
societal bond since it is the environment in which a child is 
usually born and spends their formative years under the 
guidance of their parents, who act as the primary educators 
in the child’s life. It is believed that some households in South 
Africa do not conform to the traditional definition of nuclear 
families, which typically consist of a father, a mother, and 
their own or legally adopted children. Several circumstances 
have altered the situation: parents have split, run away, or 
passed away, resulting in the children (sometimes even a 
group of them) being entrusted to the care of a grandparent 
or an older sibling.37 

Findings from the CJCP38 revealed a significant correlation 
between the home environment and school violence. 
Approximately 10% of primary school learners reported that 
their parents use illegal drugs, a similar percentage reported 
that their carers or parents have been incarcerated, and 20% 
of secondary school learners reported having siblings who 
have been in correctional centres. These factors, in conjunction 
with learners’ exposure to physical punishment in both their 
household and educational environment, have a substantial 
influence on the probability of violence occurring at school.39,40

The relationship between educators and learners is crucial 
because they share the same school community. As an 
institution, the school  exerts influence on interpersonal 
relationships and the conduct of community members.37 
Sociologists view schools as formal organisations with a 
certain agenda in which its members collaborate to attain a 
particular goal.35 The relationships in this setting 
encompass interactions between educators, learners, and 
other key stakeholders, including departmental officials 
and parents.  The educators’ professional conduct is also 
affected by these violent incidents. Studies suggest that 
educator victimisation has a dual impact, affecting both 
educators personally and the quality of education provided 
by schooling institutions.38 It leads to the breakdown of the 
school-community relationship.40 Violence in schools 
diverts educators’ attention away from effective teaching 
and learning processes, as they are compelled to prioritise 
addressing problem behaviour and safety concerns.39,41 As 
a result, schools that experience high levels of violence 
typically struggle to keep highly skilled educators, leading 
to a negative influence on the quality of education received 
by learners.42 Better school management and governance 
can lessen the occurrence of violence. This includes 
organising the school to follow rules and policies and 
effectively implement such policies.43 Schools that are 
‘well-organised, inclusive, well-run’ can better deal with 
external factors contributing to violence than those that are 
dysfunctional.1 

Theoretical framework
The Socio-Ecological Model (SEM), which Bronfenbrenner 
first conceptualised in the 1970s and then modified as the 
Ecological Systems Theory (EST) in the 1980s, served as the 

conceptual basis for the current study.4 While the SEM offers 
a wide perspective that considers interrelated systems, the 
EST serves as a specific framework that emphasises the direct 
contextual effects on a person’s development and conduct. 
This theory has been widely used and accepted as a valid 
explanation for learners’ violence throughout the years.16,44,45 

Individual level
At the individual level, factors such as personal characteristics, 
attitudes, and experiences can contribute to learners’ 
tendencies to violate educators.45,46 The study examined how 
the educator’s direct engagement with those learners who 
had violated them affected or channelled their regular 
behaviour. At a personal level, educators are greatly impacted 
by their immediate surroundings, especially in terms of their 
safety and well-being. Suppose there are acts (such as 
substance misuse that led to violent behaviours and the use 
of weapons) of violence within their family/community that 
learners experience. In that case, the learner’s behaviour may 
be affected, and such acts may be practised at school. 
Therefore, such acts immediately affect educators, making 
them more stressed, anxious, and afraid. Their emotional and 
psychological health may be impacted by this exposure, 
which could lead to burnout or a decrease in job satisfaction.21,32

Relational level
Interpersonal relationships play a crucial role in learners’ 
behaviour towards educators. A strained educator-learner 
relationship, a lack of respect, or issues with authority figures 
may lead to disruptive or harmful actions.47 The inverse also 
occurs where the educators’ behaviour and approach 
towards learners may lead to learners retaliating with 
violence. Their behaviour towards those who are part of the 
mesosystem, such as neighbours, churchgoers, and so on, 
may change because of the effects of violence directed 
towards them.16,47,48 These changes in behaviour are associated 
with the effects of violence and are not limited to avoiding 
people, sudden anger towards others, and drug or alcohol 
misuse.20,33

Community level
The broader community’s values, norms, and social 
influences can also affect learners’ behaviour towards 
educators. In an environment where violence or disrespect is 
tolerated or normalised, learners may emulate such 
behaviour in the classroom.16,45 Settings where learners  are 
aggressive towards  educators or one another may have an 
adverse effect on educators, and they may become aggressive 
themselves. This behaviour may be a continuous cycle of 
violent behaviour.45 

Societal level
Societal factors, including cultural beliefs, media influence, 
and policies, can shape learners’ attitudes and actions toward 
educators.25,45 In some societies, educators may be 
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undervalued or perceived as easy targets for harassment, 
affecting learners’ behaviour towards them. It is important to 
recognise that learners’ violations of educators are complex, 
with multiple interacting factors at play. The ecological 
system theory may assist educators, policymakers, and 
stakeholders in the educational system in addressing such 
issues comprehensively by considering interventions at 
different levels to foster a safe and respectful learning 
environment. The study thus emphasises the importance of 
collaborative efforts involving policymakers, educational 
institutions, mental health professionals, and law enforcement 
to create safe and supportive educational environments for 
both learners and educators. 

Research methods and design 
Learner violence’s effect on educators was examined using an 
explorative qualitative design. The Mopani district office in 
Limpopo (Department of Education) was approached and 
provided written permission to conduct the research at selected 
schools in the district. Six secondary schools out of 244 in 
Mopani district were selected using non-probability purposive 
sampling. To ensure that the schools chosen provided in-depth 
and meaningful information relevant to the study’s objectives, 
eleven educators who witnessed or experienced school 
violence volunteered for the study. Semi-structured interviews 
were conducted with one male and 10 female educators aged 
25 years–60 years. Of the participants, there was one school 
principal, three Heads of Departments (HoDs), four general 
educators and three student educators from the Mopani 
district in Limpopo province. The age distribution of the 
participants was as follows: three were between the ages of 20 
years old and 30 years old; four were between the ages of 31 
years old and 40 years old; and two were in each age group (41 
years to 50 years and 51 years to 60 years).

Depending on availability, interviews were held in a 
classroom or the principal’s office at their school, ranging 
from 30 min to 45 min. The interviews were recorded with 
the participants’ consent. The audio recordings were 
transcribed to prepare for data analysis. The data were 
analysed following Braun and Clarke’s guidelines for 
thematic analysis.49 At first, six codes were found to identify 
meaningful units. After more examination and the search 
for patterns, themes, connections, and differences, themes 
encapsulated the effect of learner violence on their 
educators and how the educators’ coping mechanisms were 
developed. 

Ethical considerations 
The ethical clearance was obtained from University of South 
Africa (Rec-240816-052). A letter of approval Mopani Basic 
Education District. Confidentiality and anonymity of 
participating educators were safeguarded throughout the 
process. The importance of treating participants attentively 
and politely was given top priority, and all acknowledged 
ethical standards were strictly upheld. Participation was 
voluntary, and educators could withdraw from the study at 

any time. Participants were given an information sheet and 
later signed consent forms attesting to their right to 
confidentiality and anonymity, as well as their willingness to 
be interviewed and audiotaped.

Results
The study findings are presented under three major themes, 
which can be summarised as: (1) perceptions of the causes of 
violence in schools, (2) narratives of violence and its effects 
on educators, and (3) the use of positive and negative coping 
mechanisms.

Perceptions of the causes of violence in schools
Educators lamented the complex causes of school violence. 
The study identified numerous major elements in this theme: 
learner substance misuse, schools with overage learners and 
dysfunctional home backgrounds, bad of groups of peers, 
and risky working settings. Violence against educators was 
largely attributed to substance abuse. The educators noted 
that the use of alcohol, marijuana, and other drug use fuels 
learners’ violent behaviour:

‘Many learners around this place drink beer excessively, and 
many also smoke matekwane [marijuana] or what we sometimes 
call zolo [marijuana].’ (P6, Female, Educator)

One of the senior educators, who had been teaching for 
almost 30 years, agreed with these thoughts. The comments 
showed the accessibility of substances within the community, 
which spills over into the school premises: 

‘… the highest substances abused are beer and matekwane 
[marijuana] …’ (P2, Female, HOD)

The issue of overaged learners in schools was identified as 
another significant factor contributing to violence.50 These 
learners, often older than their peers in the same grade, 
may exhibit more aggressive behaviours and exert undue 
influence over younger learners. Their presence can disrupt 
the learning environment and pose challenges to educators’ 
authority, potentially leading to violent confrontations. 
Nine of the participants mentioned that learners who were 
above age created problems in schools, especially their 
violent behaviour towards the educators: 

‘I am a Grade 10 teacher, and I had an experience of violence 
with one big girl [referring to age] …’ (P5, Female, Educator)

Overaged boys – or should I call them men – are the ones who 
influence young learners to be very stubborn and violent … (P8, 
Female, HOD)

‘… the overaged boys are our concern, especially us young 
women new to the profession …’ (P9, Female, Student educator)

The reference to the older learners as men alluded to the 
power dynamics between educators and learners. A 
dysfunctional family background was also highlighted as a 
critical factor influencing learner behaviour towards violence. 
Learners coming from homes marked by conflict, substance 
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abuse, or instability may replicate these behaviours in school 
settings. Such environments can foster a normalisation of 
violence and disrespect, which learners might then direct 
towards educators. 

The subtheme of dysfunctional families became apparent in 
the interviews. The paragraph that follows shows that 
Participant 1 was willing to answer questions about this 
topic:

[T]he most disturbing cause of violence by learners is 
dysfunctional families. Many learners are raised by single 
parents in the neighbourhood, and some are raised by their 
grandparents. Some of these learners’ parents separated at 
an early age, and those kids were never OK afterwards. 
Those who are raised by their grandparents tend to be very 
disrespectful because I would like to believe they are used to 
having things their way, so when they are here at school, 
they tend to struggle to obey the rules. They have shown 
serious disrespectful tendencies, i.e. behaviours like taunting 
teachers. Many of them beat teachers, as two boys and a girl 
did to me. (P1, Male, Principal)

The influence of negative peer groups was another key 
cause of violence towards educators identified in the study. 
Peer pressure and the desire to conform to group norms 
can lead to learners engaging in violent behaviours. These 
groups can create a culture of disrespect and aggression 
towards educators, challenging authority figures and 
disrupting the educational process. Participant 3, a school 
principal, said:

You know teenagers? They form groups and just form sort of a 
culture of disrespecting educators. (P3, Female, Educator)

Participant 2 and 8 shared the same sentiments regarding 
peer pressure amongst learners:

During break time, they smoke in groups, and once they return 
to the classroom, they become disruptive. (P8, Female, HOD)

There is so much influence in the gangster-like groups of these 
learners … these peer groups have influenced brilliant learners 
who are no longer performing as before. (P2, Female, HOD)

The likening of learners’ social groups to gangsterism 
indicated the kind of behaviours educators encountered on 
school premises. This could be a reflection of the endemic 
violence existing within the communities. 

Narratives of violence and its effect on 
educators
Educators recounted troubling incidents of physical assaults 
and instances of emotional and verbal mistreatment by 
learners. The instances included physical assault, such as 
slapping and pouring water on educators, as well as verbal 
assaults involving the use of foul language and threats. The 
examples provided were highly  specific and vivid, 
emphasising the terrible reality of the violence that educators 
encounter. This highlights an environment where respect 
and safety are undermined.

The following excerpts are participant-narrated accounts of 
violence:

‘The young man pushed me to the chairs and ground, then 
threatened to deal with me in his way, and he walked away, 
leaving me lying on the ground …’ (P1, Male, Principal)

‘… a learner poured a bucket full of water on me. The odour of 
the water, you would swear it was from the sewage …’ 
(P2, Female, HOD)

The narratives below revealed the emotional toll these violent 
incidents had on educators as learners used vulgar language. 
Feelings of helplessness and a profound sense of vulnerability 
emerged as common themes.50 Educators expressed how 
such encounters not only demeaned their professional stature 
but also deeply affected their self-esteem and confidence, as 
shown in the two incidents below:

‘I tried to reprimand her in front of everyone in class, but she 
was very aggressive, trying to fight with me, pointing a finger at 
me, and she also was trying to justify her behaviour.’ (P4, 
Female, Student educator)

‘… It is not like you are paying for my school fees masepa a gago 
[you piece of shit he used a vulgar word] and said I must go 
teach my disabled child. That broke my heart. I was crying deep 
inside.’ (P5, Female, Educator)

The school environment was contaminated by the 
apprehension of violence and the presence of learners 
exhibiting disrespectful or arrogant attitudes, as evidenced 
by the majority of interview transcripts. The emotional 
distress was intensified by the fear and anxiety of possible 
future occurrences, creating an atmosphere of continual 
uneasiness and insecurity. 

The educators felt ashamed and embarrassed, prompting 
some to avoid attending classes where the incident 
happened. More than six participants reported that they no 
longer felt secure engaging with the learners  in the 
classroom after being cursed at. They stated that instances 
of profanity undermined their dignity and made them feel 
insecure:

‘… I could not sleep my first days after the violent experience … 
In some cases, I would end up waking up at midnight and trying 
to look for something to help me sleep, I am not OK emotionally 
…’ (P6, Female, Educator)

‘… Sometimes, I just sit and rethink what actually happened; 
imagine I was holding exam papers, and the next minute, I am wet 
with dirty water or urine … yah ne … [sigh] …’ (P2, Female, HOD)

A total of seven respondents stated their contentment in 
teaching and engaging with the learners. 

Nevertheless, they also conveyed concerns about their 
security and anxiety about being in close contact with 
learners. This is evidenced by the following quotes:

‘Leaving teaching has once or twice crossed my mind, especially 
now that I am old …’ (P11, Female, HOD)
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‘… We are not safe here at school; I always tell my husband how 
I want to leave this school or teaching.’ (P3, Female, Educator)

The findings revealed that such continuous exposure to 
violence could exhaust educators emotionally and lead to 
them considering resigning. The considerations of leaving 
the profession were intertwined with safety concerns.

As observed, physical aggression or threats can be 
harmful, resulting in injuries and physical health 
consequences. The study established that fear of physical 
threat was a significant motivator for educators to pursue 
new careers or retire to prioritise their safety. The 
cumulative stress and strain of coping with violence can 
deplete educators’ energy and drive, increasing the chance 
of quitting to break the cycle of burnout, as shown by the 
responses below:

‘We are not safe at all; anytime violence can occur, it is 
emotionally draining and demotivating to even wake up in the 
morning and prepare to go to work.’ (P9, Female, Student 
educator)

‘I sometimes call in sick because I feel like not going to work. It is 
draining; after all, one needs to rest.’ (P8, Female, HOD)

The use of positive and negative coping 
mechanisms
Coping mechanisms are psychological and behavioural 
methods used by individuals to manage stress and adapt to 
life’s challenges.32 Educators utilise many techniques to 
handle and alleviate the impact of violence encountered in 
the school environment. Positive coping mechanisms include 
collegial support involvement of the school governing body 
and parents, timely detection of violent incidents, and 
monitoring access to school premises. Negative coping 
mechanisms include avoidance, which involves distancing 
oneself from stress sources and substance misuse, providing 
temporary relief but hindering problem-solving and leading 
to unresolved issues.44 

Participants were asked the following question: How are you 
coping now after the violence? And they responded as 
following:

‘… I find drinking one or two beers after work or during weekends 
as my way to cope with this bad experience.’ (P11, Female, HOD)

‘… I could not feel well but just feared, and I only feel better 
when I take some special tablets.’ (P6, Female, Educator)

Seeking support from friends, family, or professional 
counsellors can be a positive coping mechanism. Sharing 
feelings and concerns with trusted individuals can provide 
emotional comfort, perspective, and encouragement during 
challenging times:

‘I decided to see a professional counsellor privately.’ (P3, Female, 
Educator)

‘My friends were very supportive …’ (P7, Female, Student 
educator)

The educators in this study did not seem to have access to 
enough resources and assistance to deal effectively with 
victimisation. Although some participants received support 
from family and coworkers, official counselling or stress 
management training was lacking. 

Discussion
The study identified numerous effects of violence, including 
the educators’ inability to manage the learners and the 
resultant job dissatisfaction. The data also showed that 
several educators in Limpopo’s Mopani district struggled 
with learner violence, which left them with a feeling of shame 
and burnout. This study revealed that learner-perpetrated 
violence negatively affects educators’ safety and professional 
identity, supporting earlier workplace violence research.1,27 
Substance abuse can affect judgement, self-control, and 
impulsivity in learners, leading to contempt and violence 
towards educators. Therefore, it is crucial to address and try 
to prevent substance misuse at school premises. Educators 
reported various substances used by learners.

Consistent with the ecological systems, the causes of violence 
identified by educators indicate the intricate interaction 
connection of various systems in which the learners and 
educators exist. While exposure to violence may lead to 
aggression in learners,51 other factors within the child’s 
environment may lead to aggressive behaviour. For example, 
childhood adversities such as household dysfunction have 
been linked to deviant behaviour.52 Our findings suggest that 
the socio-economic background of the learners has an 
influence towards violent behaviour at school. This is 
consistent with previous findings indicating that schools in 
lower socio-economic areas tend to experience higher rates of 
violence, which can be attributed to factors such as poverty, 
lack of resources, and inadequate support systems.53 The 
criminological perspective thus underscores the importance 
of addressing socio-economic factors to mitigate violence in 
educational settings.

For educators, exposure to learner violence impacted their 
proximal processes54,55 including interactions with learners.

The findings also suggest systemic issues in educational 
environments that fail to protect and support them post-
victimisation. Dread, anxiety, and burnout are common 
psychological repercussions of violence on educators, 
according to an occupational health study. Hopelessness 
and dissatisfaction can cause burnout and harm health.16,50 
Burnout symptoms make regular duties tough, and 
educators may change their methods, resulting in poor 
performance.32,56 This shows the complexity of the issue and 
the need for a diversified and continuing approach to 
educator violence. 

Research shows a positive relationship between educators’ 
motivation and job satisfaction. Highly motivated educators 
tend to experience job satisfaction and perform better in their 
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work compared to those who are poorly motivated.15,16 
Studies have shown that exposure to violence in educational 
settings results in considerable psychological discomfort 
among educators, including depression, anxiety, and 
burnout.53,57 The psychological burden is intensified by 
lacking administrative support and resources, which can 
further heighten educators’ emotions of vulnerability and 
fear.58 The necessity for robust legal support networks that 
handle both urgent safety issues and offer psychological aid 
to educators impacted by violence is paramount. School 
violence requires multiple approaches, including legislative 
reform, school support, law enforcement and, most 
importantly, social and psychological interventions.45 46 

At the societal level (macro and exo-system), educators 
argued that policies protect learners when they are guilty of 
victimising educators. As noted by Ngwokabuenui,59 
educator training programmes do not appear to address 
post-victimisation well-being. We therefore argue that 
effective programmes should focus on  educator safety and 
welfare with preventive, immediate response, and long-term 
support to enhance the educator’s well-being. Social work 
interventions like community and family intervention 
programmes to address learner violence and its effects on 
educators are needed. Professional development for 
educators may include conflict resolution, stress management, 
and trauma-informed teaching. To address learner violence, 
educational institutions, law enforcement, and mental 
services should collaborate on this initiative.

This study adds to the expanding body of knowledge on 
educator-learner violence. It examines educators’ real-life 
experiences to demonstrate the complex personal, cultural, 
and systemic variables that cause this violence. The findings 
suggest reconsidering current techniques and developing 
comprehensive, all-encompassing measures to safeguard 
educators’ security and well-being. 

Transdisciplinary contribution
This study emphasises the importance of collaborative efforts 
involving policymakers, educational institutions, mental 
health professionals, and law enforcement to create safe and 
supportive educational environments for both learners and 
educators. Schneider et al.60 provide a comprehensive 
overview of the impact of interpersonal violence in South 
Africa, emphasising its significant contribution to the overall 
disease burden, which aligns with the transdisciplinary 
nature of the study on violence in school settings. Psychological 
studies offer insights into the emotional and cognitive 
triggers that may prompt violent behaviours in learners, 
which informs the development of targeted mental health 
interventions for both learners and educators. According to 
Heffer and Willoughby,58 coping mechanisms are essential 
for managing the psychological impacts of violence, 
underscoring the need for support systems that address 
educators’ mental well-being. Health studies further 
highlight the physical and emotional toll of violence on 

educators, revealing how exposure to violence can lead to 
physical injuries and stress-related health issues that require 
medical intervention.3

Sociological perspectives emphasise that the social 
environments of both learners and educators shape 
behaviours and attitudes toward violence. The ecological 
systems theory, proposed by Bronfenbrenner,45 shows how 
the interplay of individual, relational, community, and 
societal factors influences behaviour in complex ways. This 
theory informs our understanding of how factors such as 
community dynamics, family structure, and peer influences 
contribute to violence.45 Such environmental factors are 
known to exacerbate aggressive behaviours in schools, 
affecting both learners and educators. Educators who are 
victimised by learner violence can benefit from interventions 
that address the relational and social contexts of their 
experiences, including community engagement programs 
and counselling.1

From an educational perspective, the impact of violence on 
educators’ emotional and physical well-being can negatively 
affect their relationships with students and hinder the overall 
learning environment. Research indicates that when 
educators experience stress and burnout due to violent 
incidents, it can lead to diminished classroom engagement 
and reduced academic outcomes among learners.9 Thus, the 
Department of Education interventions, including policy 
reforms and psychological support systems, are essential to 
safeguard educators and enhance academic performance.2

Criminology adds an essential perspective on the legal and 
disciplinary aspects of learner violence. Persistent violent 
behaviour could result in criminal charges, reinforcing the 
need for preventive and punitive measures within school 
policies.31 Criminology underscores the necessity for policy 
adjustments to address both the prevention of violence and 
the enforcement of consequences for perpetrators, enhancing 
overall safety in school environments.31 In conclusion, this 
study demonstrates the value of a transdisciplinary approach 
that integrates psychology, health, sociology, education, and 
criminology. These fields collectively underscore the need 
for comprehensive interventions, including psychological 
support and policy reform, to address the multifaceted issue 
of learner violence and safeguard the well-being of educators 
within school

Study’s limitations 
The study faced several limitations, including a small number 
of participants and the need for caution in generalising the 
findings. The initial number of participants was twelve. 
However, only eleven managed to take part. One participant 
could not participate due to emotional issues, and a proper 
referral was made. The one-off interviews and the duration 
of the interviews also limited rapport building. Overall, the 
study’s limitations highlight the importance of larger, in-
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depth research for comprehensive data analysis. Regarding 
delimitation, the study specifically examined experiences of 
violence by learners towards educators on school premises. 
The study selected six public secondary schools, selected due 
to their reported incidences of violence and the alignment 
with the study’s objectives.

Recommendations 
This study was conducted in an attempt to explore and 
comprehend how educators in the Mopani district are 
affected by learner  violence. It was shown that some 
educators are affected by the learner’s violence towards 
them, and some are resorting to resigning. It was also shown 
that some educators make use of negative coping mechanisms 
like substance misuse. The study recommends that easy 
access to emotional support (i.e. peer support networks, 
counselling services, and mentoring programmes) systems 
might play a crucial role in assisting educators to cope with 
the effects of learner violence. It is recommended that 
educators focus on self-care to reduce the adverse effects of 
learner violence. Participating in activities such as physical 
exercise, personal interests, and mindfulness practices can 
effectively decrease stress levels, foster emotional wellness, 
and strengthen one’s ability to cope with challenges. It is 
crucial to promote the practice of educators taking regular 
breaks, utilising stress management measures, and seeking 
professional assistance when necessary.

Support mechanisms and resources should focus on 
helping educators recover and create an atmosphere where 
learners and educators may succeed. Educators can use 
positive coping methods like active problem-solving, 
which involves assessing the stressor and taking action to 
fix it.22,50 This method helps people take charge and find 
solutions.37 SETAs’ efforts to address school violence focus 
too little on educator coping techniques when they become 
victims, raising concerns.35 Lack of training frameworks 
raises questions about how well teacher preparation 
programmes equip educators to handle school violence 
aftermath.

Conclusion
Efficient interventions should address both the manifestations 
of violence and the root causes, establishing secure 
and  favourable educational settings. In addition, offering 
educators extensive training and professional development 
opportunities can equip them with the essential skills 
to handle the impacts of learner violence properly. 
Training  programmes may prioritise trauma-informed 
instructional methods, conflict resolution, effective classroom 
administration, and self-care practices. The Department of 
Education or  SACE should explore creating rules and 
processes that assist educators in effectively addressing the 
effect of learner  violence. Schools require a well-defined 
framework encompassing transparent reporting methods for 
occurrences, disciplinary mechanisms for the offenders 
(learners), and resources for supporting the victims 
(educators). 

Potential areas for future research
Further research should focus on interventions and protective 
mechanisms for educators within school settings. As 
incidences of violence in schools are on the rise the 
psychosocial impact of violence on educators should be 
further investigated to inform policy decisions as well as 
interventions. 

Acknowledgements
The authors would like to acknowledge UNISA editors 
who have assisted in editing the article. This article is 
partially based on the author’s thesis entitled ‘The effects of 
learner violence on educators and their coping mechanisms: 
A qualitative exploratory study of educators in the Mopani 
West District, Limpopo’ towards the degree of Master of 
Arts in the subject Psychology in the Department of 
Psychology at the University of South Africa, on June 2023, 
with Supervisor: Ms I. M. L. Masisi. It is available here: 
https://uir.unisa.ac.za/handle/10500/30877

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no financial or personal 
relationships that may have inappropriately influenced them 
in writing this article.

Authors’ contributions
T.P.B. and I.M.M. both contributed equally in this research 
article.

Funding information
This study was funded by the UNISA Master’s and Doctoral 
Bursary Department for degree purposes.

Data availability
The authors confirm that the data supporting the findings of 
this study are available within the article and its references.

Disclaimer
The views and opinions expressed in this article are those of 
the authors and are the product of professional research. It 
does not necessarily reflect the official policy or position of 
any affiliated institution, funder, agency, or that of the 
publisher. The authors are responsible for this article’s 
results, findings, and content.

References
1.	 Mncube V, Harber C. Violence in South African schools: What is external and what 

is internal to schools? Mediterr J Soc Sci. 2014;5(3):324–331.

2.	 Reddy LA, Espelage DL, Anderman EM, Kanrich JB, McMahon SD. Addressing 
violence against educators through measurement and research. Aggress Violent 
Behav. 2018:9–28.

3.	 Burton P, Leoschut L. School violence in South Africa: Results of the 2012 National 
School Violence Study. Cape Town (ZA): Centre for Justice and Crime Prevention; 
2013. Monograph Series No. 12.

4.	 Bronfenbrenner U. Ecological models of human development. Int J Enc Educ. 
1994;3(2):37–43. Elsevier.

http://www.td-sa.net
https://uir.unisa.ac.za/handle/10500/30877


Page 9 of 9 Original Research

http://www.td-sa.net Open Access

5.	 Cocks J. The violence of structures and the violence of foundings. New Polit Sci. 
2012;34(2):221–227.

6.	 Reddy LA, Martinez A, Perry AH, McMahon SD, Espelage DL, Anderman EM, Astor 
RA, Worrell FC. Violence directed against teachers during the COVID-19 pandemic: 
A social–ecological analysis of safety and well-being. School psychology. 2023 Jul 
27. https://doi.org/10.1037/spq0000562

7.	 Santos A, Tin JJ. The nature, extent, and impact of educator-targeted bullying on 
schoolteachers in West Malaysia. Brit J Guid Couns. 2018;46(5):543–556.

8.	 Cornell DG. School violence: Fears versus facts. Routledge; 2017.

9.	 Singh GD, Steyn T. The impact of learner violence in rural South African schools. J 
Sociol Soc Anthropol. 2014;5(1):81–93.

10.	 Burton P. Learning to fear, fearing to learn: Measuring the extent of school violence. 
SA Crime Q. 2008;(26):15–20. https://doi.org/10.17159/2413-3108/2022/i71a​
12709

11.	 Mhlongo T. The perceptions and experiences of students regarding weapons in 
schools in Umgungundlovu District, KwaZulu-Natal [Master’s dissertation]. 
Durban: Durban University of Technology; 2017.

12.	 Grobler R. Violence in SA’s schools is worse than you think, and spanking is part of 
the problem [Internet]. News24. 2019 [cited 2024 Aug 31]. Available from: 
https://www.news24.com/SouthAfrica/News/violence-in-sas-schools-is-worse-
than-you-think-and-spanking-is-part-of-the-problem-20190607 

13.	 Neille J, Penn C. The interface between violence, disability, and poverty: Stories 
from a developing country. J Interpers Violence. 2015;32(18):2837–61. https://
doi.org/10.1177/0886260515596332 

14.	 Shields N, Nadasen K, Hanneke C. Teacher responses to school violence in Cape 
Town, South Africa. J Appl Soc Sci. 2015;9(1):47–64.

15.	 Bernotaite L, Malinauskiene V. Workplace bullying and mental health among 
teachers in relation to psychosocial job characteristics and burnout. Int J Occup 
Med Environ Health. 2017;30(4):629–640. https://doi.org/10.13075/.1896.00943.
PMID:28584320

16.	 Dreer B. Teachers’ well-being and job satisfaction: The important role of positive 
emotions in the workplace. Educ Stud. 2021;1–17.

17.	 Petso ZR. Educators as victims of learner-on-educator violence in South African 
schools: A model for countering the violence against teachers [doctoral 
dissertation]. Pretoria: Unisa; 2021.

18.	 Mdladla NY. Violent masculinities: a case study of violence among high school 
boys in Umlazi, KwaZulu-Natal [Doctoral dissertation]. 2019.

19.	 Le Mottee C, Kelly J. Behind the blackboard: Reviewing educators’ experiences of 
school violence in South Africa. Acta Criminol Afr J Criminol Victimol. 
2017;30(3):46–67.

20.	 Larson L. Assessment of perceived levels of stress and coping mechanism use 
among elementary school teachers [master’s dissertation]. Minnesota: Minnesota 
State University; 2021.

21.	 Miller K, Flint-Stipp K. Preservice teacher burnout: Secondary trauma and self-
care issues in teacher education. Int J Teach Educ. 2019;28(2):28–45.

22.	 Grobler GW. Narratives of teachers’ experiences of school violence and ethics of 
care [doctoral dissertation]. Stellenbosch: Stellenbosch University; 2018.

23.	Makhasane SD, Majong NS. Exploring the School Management Team’s 
perspectives about the challenges of addressing learner-on-teacher violence in 
secondary schools: Implications for invitational leadership. J Cult Values Educ. 
2023;6(2):​172–91.

24.	 Ncontsa VN, Shumba A. The nature, causes and effects of school violence in South 
African high schools. S Afr J Educ. 2013;33(3):1–15.

25.	 Sibisi NN. An ecological system approach to violence in high schools in KwaZulu-
Natal. Eur J Econ. 2021;5(3).

26.	 Rammbuda MC. The impact of gender-based violence on girls in selected 
secondary schools in Limpopo, South Africa. Int J Res Bus Soc Sci. 
2023;12(5):295–305. https://doi.org/10.20525/ijrbs.v12i5.2578

27.	 Puertas Molero P, Zurita Ortega F, Ubago Jiménez JL, González Valero G. Influence 
of emotional intelligence and burnout syndrome on teachers’ well-being: A 
systematic review. Soc Sci. 2019;8(6):185.

28.	 Grobler R. Violence and killing at SA schools: These stories shocked us in 2018 
[Internet]. News24. 2018 [cited 2024 Aug 31]. Available from: https://www.
news24.com/News24/violence-and-killing-at-sa-schools-these-stories-shocked-
us-in-2018-20181122 

29.	 Tshabalala T. Alarm over the increase in violent incidents at SA schools [Internet]. 
IOL. 2023 [cited 2024 Aug 31]. Available from: https://www.iol.co.za/
sundayindependent/news/alarm-over-increase-in-violent-incidents-at-sa-
schools-f8e9a491-038a-4789-96ff-a11d9f80f979 

30.	 Venketsamy R, Baxen E, Hu Z. Student-on-teacher violence in South Africa’s 
Tshwane South District of Gauteng Province: Voices of the victims. Afr J Teach 
Educ. 2023;12(1):49–69.

31.	 Mothibi KA, Mathopo NM, Mofokeng JT. A criminological study of educators’ 
perceptions regarding learner-to-learner school violence in rural communities of 
Limpopo province. Acta Criminol Afr J Criminol Victimol. 2017;30(3):68–86.

32.	 Anderman EM, Eseplage DL, Reddy LA, et al. Teachers’ reactions to experiences of 
violence: An attributional analysis. Soc Psychol Educ. 2018;21:621–653.

33.	 Acosta-González HN, Marcenaro-Gutiérrez OD. Bad jobs versus good jobs: Does it 
matter for life and job satisfaction? J Knowl Econ. 2023;1–25.

34.	 South African Council of Educators (SACE). School-based violence report: An 
overview of school-based violence in South Africa. 2011.

35.	 Khumalo SS. Implications of school violence in South Africa on socially just 
education. e-Bangi J. 2019;16(8).

36.	 Epstein JL. School, family, and community partnerships in teachers’ professional 
work. J Educ Teach. 2018;44(3):397–406.

37.	 Wolhuter CC, Van der Walt JL. Indiscipline in South African schools: The parental/
community perspective. Koers Bull Christ Sch. 2020;85(1):1–11.

38.	 Wokoma I, Udochukwu N. The influence of witnessing interparental violence on 
bullying behavior among students of secondary school age in Ikwerre local 
government area of Rivers State. RIK Int J Soc Sci Humanit. 2020;4(1):44–67.

39.	 Burton P. Learning to fear, fearing to learn: Measuring the extent of school violence. 
SA Crime Q. 2008;(26):15-20. https://doi.org/10.17159/2413-3108/2022/i71a​12709 

40.	 Ngwokabuenui PY. Students’ indiscipline: Types, causes and possible solutions: 
The case of secondary schools in Cameroon. J Educ Pract. 2015;6(22):64–72.

41.	 Rossouw JP, Stewart D. Student/learner discipline and bullying: A comparative 
analysis of legal risk management in schools in Australia and South Africa. Acta 
Acad. 2008;40(2):244-274.

42.	 Van der Westhuizen CN, Maree JG. The scope of violence in a number of Gauteng 
schools. Acta Criminol South Afr J Criminol. 2009;22(3):43-62.

43.	 Mongale AK. School management team’s management and leadership of learner 
discipline: The case of two secondary schools in the North West province [doctoral 
dissertation]. North-West University (South Africa); 2021. 

44.	 Botha RJ, Zwane RP. Strategies to prevent learner-on-educator violence in South 
African schools. Int J Learn Teach Educ Res. 2021;20(9):1-17. https://doi.
org/10.26803/ijlter.20.9.1

45.	 Bronfenbrenner U. The developing ecology of human development: Paradigm 
lost, or paradigm regained. Paper presented at: Biennial Meeting of the Society 
for Research in Child Development; 1989 Apr; Kansas City, MO. 

46.	 Bronfenbrenner U. Ecological systems theory. Am Psychol Assoc. 2000.

47.	 Eriksson M, Ghazinour M, Hammarström A. Different uses of Bronfenbrenner’s 
ecological theory in public mental health research: What is their value for guiding 
public mental health policy and practice? Soc Theor Health. 2018;16:414-433.

48.	 Epstein JL. School, family, and community partnerships in teachers’ professional 
work. J Educ Teach. 2018;44(3):397–406.

49.	 Clarke V, Braun V. Thematic analysis. J Posit Psychol. 2017;12(3):297–298.

50.	 Badimo TP. The effects of learner violence on educators and their coping 
mechanisms: A qualitative exploratory study of educators in the Mopani West 
District, Limpopo [dissertation on the Internet]. Pretoria (ZA): University of South 
Africa, Department of Psychology; 2023 [cited 2024 Nov 22]. Available from: 
https://uir.unisa.ac.za/handle/10500/30877

51.	 Boxer P, Rowell Huesmann L, Dubow EF, Landau SF, Gvirsman SD, Shikaki K, et al. 
Exposure to violence across the social ecosystem and the development of 
aggression: A test of ecological theory in the Israeli–Palestinian conflict. Child Dev. 
2013;84(1):163-77.

52.	 Holtzhausen-Campbell L. Adverse childhood experiences as a risk factor for anti-
social behaviour among young adults in the Western Cape, South Africa. Acta 
Criminol Afr J Criminol Victimol. 2021;34(1):24–47.

53.	 Mayer MJ, Leone PE. School violence and disruption: Rhetoric, reality, and 
reasonable balance. In: Owen JD, Mayer MJ, editors. Handbook of violence in 
education: Forms, factors, and preventions. Wiley; 2017. p. 3–22.

54.	 Bronfenbrenner U, Ceci SJ. Nature-nurture reconceptualized in developmental 
perspective: A bioecological model. Psychol Rev. 1994;101(4):568–86. https://doi.
org/10.1037/0033-295X.101.4.568 

55.	Merçon-Vargas EA, Lima RFF, Rosa EM, Tudge J. Processing proximal processes: 
What Bronfenbrenner meant, what he didn’t mean, and what he should have 
meant. J Fam Theory Rev. 2020;12(3):321–34. https://doi.org/10.1111/
jftr.12373 

56.	 Flower A, McKenna JW, Haring CD. Behavior and classroom management: Are 
teacher preparation programs preparing our teachers? Prev Sch Fail Alt Educ Child 
Youth. 2017;61(2):163-169.

57.	 Aritus M, Umejesi I. The public accounts of a ‘private’ act: Domestic violence in 
the eyes of Mamelodi, a South African township. Multidiscip J Gend Stud. 
2019;8(1):48. doi:10.17583/generos.2019.3307.

58.	 Heffer T, Willoughby T. A count of coping strategies: A longitudinal study 
investigating an alternative method to understanding coping and adjustment. 
PLoS One. 2017;12(10):e0186057.

59.	Ngwokabuenui PY. Principals’ attitudes towards the inclusion of students with 
disabilities in the general education setting – the case of public secondary 
and high schools in the North West of Cameroon. Res J Soc Sci Manag. 
2013;2(1):7–23.

60.	 Schneider, M., Bradshaw, D., Jewkes, R., Abrahams, N., Matzopoulos, R., & Vos, T. 
(2010). Interpersonal violence: an important risk factor for disease and injury in 
South Africa. Population Health Metrics, 8(1). https://doi.org/10.1186/1478-
7954-8-32

http://www.td-sa.net
https://doi.org/10.1037/spq0000562
https://doi.org/10.17159/2413-3108/2022/i71a​12709
https://doi.org/10.17159/2413-3108/2022/i71a​12709
https://www.news24.com/SouthAfrica/News/violence-in-sas-schools-is-worse-than-you-think-and-spanking-is-part-of-the-problem-20190607
https://www.news24.com/SouthAfrica/News/violence-in-sas-schools-is-worse-than-you-think-and-spanking-is-part-of-the-problem-20190607
https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260515596332
https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260515596332
https://doi.org/10.13075/.1896.00943.PMID
https://doi.org/10.13075/.1896.00943.PMID
https://doi.org/10.20525/ijrbs.v12i5.2578
https://www.news24.com/News24/violence-and-killing-at-sa-schools-these-stories-shocked-us-in-2018-20181122
https://www.news24.com/News24/violence-and-killing-at-sa-schools-these-stories-shocked-us-in-2018-20181122
https://www.news24.com/News24/violence-and-killing-at-sa-schools-these-stories-shocked-us-in-2018-20181122
https://www.iol.co.za/sundayindependent/news/alarm-over-increase-in-violent-incidents-at-sa-schools-f8e9a491-038a-4789-96ff-a11d9f80f979
https://www.iol.co.za/sundayindependent/news/alarm-over-increase-in-violent-incidents-at-sa-schools-f8e9a491-038a-4789-96ff-a11d9f80f979
https://www.iol.co.za/sundayindependent/news/alarm-over-increase-in-violent-incidents-at-sa-schools-f8e9a491-038a-4789-96ff-a11d9f80f979
https://doi.org/10.17159/2413-3108/2022/i71a​12709
https://doi.org/10.26803/ijlter.20.9.1
https://doi.org/10.26803/ijlter.20.9.1
https://uir.unisa.ac.za/handle/10500/30877
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.101.4.568
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.101.4.568
https://doi.org/10.1111/jftr.12373
https://doi.org/10.1111/jftr.12373
https://doi.org/10.1186/1478-7954-8-32
https://doi.org/10.1186/1478-7954-8-32

	Educators’ experiences and coping strategies in response to learner violence in Mopani district, Limpopo
	Introduction
	Background and overview of the study
	School violence as a multifaceted problem
	Theoretical framework
	Individual level
	Relational level
	Community level
	Societal level

	Research methods and design
	Ethical considerations

	Results
	Perceptions of the causes of violence in schools
	Narratives of violence and its effect on educators
	The use of positive and negative coping mechanisms

	Discussion
	Transdisciplinary contribution
	Study’s limitations
	Recommendations 

	Conclusion
	Potential areas for future research

	Acknowledgements
	Competing interests
	Authors’ contributions
	Funding information
	Data availability
	Disclaimer

	References


