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ABSTRACT

In a world riddled with potentially traumatic experiences due to poverty, violence and abuse, learners’ optimal development and
wellbeing are negatively impacted, including their education. Psychosocial support and mainstreaming of care and support are
promoted by the legislation and policies of many countries, including South Africa’s Care and Support for Teaching and Learning
Programme and Policy on Screening, Identification, Assessment and Support. This reality necessitated that the “experiences and
challenges of school staff in rendering trauma-informed care and support to learners needing psychosocial support” were
explored. This study examines the role of social workers providing services in schools as catalysts for holistic, school-wide, trauma-
informed care and support. A qualitative study employing a phenomenological research design and strengthened by a theoretical
framework that includes the bioecological systems, attachment, and polyvagal theories was conducted within the Metro North
Education District of the Western Cape Province. A sample of 17 participants was purposively selected, and reflexive thematic
analysis was used to analyse data. Results indicated that schools should develop a culture of trauma-informed care and support in
which psychosocial support is prioritised, a sense of safety and connectedness is vital, and care and support are available to school
staff, including social work intervention. This article focuses on the social worker’s role in schools becoming centres of care.
Social workers can be catalysts for holistic care and support by continuously providing and promoting psychosocial support to
learners and school staff. It would require social workers not only to create a safe space for individual clients but also to promote
a sense of safety and connectedness within the school community.
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INTRODUCTION

In South Africa, children are exposed to potentially traumatic experiences daily due to the prevalence of poverty,
violence and abuse. Care and support for children, including within the school setting, therefore calls for a trauma-
informed approach. Unfortunately, very little indigenous knowledge exists on trauma-informed care, and local
school-based psychosocial support is not well recorded. This article reports on a research study conducted in the
Metro North Education District of the Western Cape, South Africa, to address this gap. It specifically examines
the role of social workers providing services in schools as catalysts for holistic, school-wide, trauma-informed
care and support. The Indigenous Care and Support for Teaching and Learning (CSTL) Programme, developed in
the Southern African Development Community (SADC) and implemented with a trauma-informed approach,
appears to address the call for schools to become centres of care for vulnerable children. Background information
will be provided first, followed by the literature review, methodology and results of the study, including a
discussion of the findings. In closing, recommendations will be provided, specifically for school social workers.

BACKGROUND

The prevalence of violence, crime and abuse in South Africa causes potentially traumatic experiences for many
children in South Africa (Artz et al., 2018; Naicker et al., 2017; Savahl & Adams, 2020; Statistics South Africa,
2020, 2022). Potentially traumatic experiences include abuse, not having enough food to eat, experiencing or
simply witnessing violence, and growing up in a household where substance abuse or mental health is the norm
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2019; Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration,
2014). Children could have difficulty concentrating, have mental health problems, have to travel to school through
unsafe areas and engage in at-risk behaviour — all of which negatively affect their ability to learn and their overall
wellbeing in the long run (Artz et al., 2018; Statistics South Africa, 2020, 2022).

This socio-emotional reality, therefore, necessitates trauma-informed care and support for children in South
Africa (Titi et al., 2022, p. 127). A trauma-informed approach to care and support implies that organisations,
including schools, recognise the impact of trauma, know the signs and symptoms of trauma, respond appropriately
as this knowledge is reflected in their policies and practices, and act intentionally to avoid the re-traumatisation
of learners (National Child Traumatic Stress Network, 2017, p. 2). SADC echoes the need for relevant
intervention:

Without basic human needs and services, children and youth become adults unable to change their world for
the better. Vulnerable children typically grow into vulnerable youth and vulnerable adults, who in turn have
vulnerable children of their own. This reinforces a cycle of poverty and vulnerability for most families in SADC
(SADC, in SADC & MIET Africa, 2015, p. 6).

Within SADC, the CSTL Programme was developed as a school-based solution to provide multiple services
to vulnerable children (Department of Basic Education & MIET Africa, 2010). Implementing the CSTL
Programme with a trauma-informed approach could realise SADC’s vision for schools to become centres of care
(Jordaan, 2024, pp. 33—36). The intention of schools to be centres of care stems from several international and
regional agreements to which South Africa is signatory, and which promote children’s right to education and the
holistic development of children to reach their full potential through comprehensive school-based care and support
(Department of Basic Education & MIET Africa, 2010, p. 28).

These agreements include the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1990), the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2006) and the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (2015)
(Department of Basic Education & MIET Africa, 2010, pp. 27-28). Globally, care and support are provided
through a whole-school, multi-tiered approach, which includes general, more preventative support provided on a
school-wide scale, as well as more specific, specialised support to individuals with specific needs (Berger, 2019;
Gherardi et al., 2021; Hong Kong Education Bureau, 2021; Huxtable, 2016; SADC, 2015). Regionally, the CSTL
Programme promotes whole-school, multi-service and multi-sector interventions, which were also adopted
nationally (Department of Basic Education & MIET Africa, 2010).

National legislation and policy documents that reflect this include the Constitution of the Republic of South
Africa, 1996; the Children’s Act 38 of 2005; and within the education sector, Education White Paper 6 (2001) and
the Screening, Identification, Assessment and Support (SIAS) Policy as well as the Action Plan to 2014 — Towards
the Realisation of Schooling (2025) (South Africa, 2006; South Africa, Department of Education, 2001;
Department of Basic Education, 2014; MIET Africa and the National Education Collaboration Trust, 2022). The
SIAS Policy provides guidelines for implementing school-based care and support to address barriers to learning
that learners may be experiencing (Department of Basic Education, 2014).

Social workers globally are providing social work intervention services within schools with the intention of
addressing psychosocial needs as barriers to learning (Gherardi et al., 2021; Huxtable, 2016). Vergottini (in
Vergottini & Weyers, 2020, p. 128) provides the following definition of school social work:

The application of social work principles and methods within the education system to render holistic social
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work services to learners, parents, educators and the school as a community, with the main goal of addressing
personal, emotional, socioeconomic, and behavioural barriers to learning and creating an environment where the
learner can reach his or her full potential.

The need for and relevance of social work intervention cannot be denied (Jordaan, 2024). Holistic, school-
wide intervention strategies could easily be integrated into whole-school care and support initiatives. As a social
worker based at a school in the Ekurhuleni North Education District in Gauteng, I recognised the need for trauma-
informed care and support for learners as well as for a better understanding of teachers’ experiences and challenges
in this regard. There are different role players within the SIAS process, including teachers, parents, service
providers within the community, different government departments (e.g. the Department of Health) and social
workers (Department of Basic Education, 2014).

This research was grounded in interpretivism, and the theoretical lens through which the data was analysed
consisted of the bioecological systems, attachment and polyvagal theories (Jordaan, 2024). The lived experiences
of members of the school as a community were specifically focused on the culture of the school concerning care
and support (Jordaan, 2024). The indigenous CSTL Programme recognises the ecological systems theory as its
theoretical framework (Department of Basic Education & MIET Africa, 2010, p. 16). The attachment and
polyvagal theories emphasise the need for a sense of safety to develop and perform optimally, which could be
compromised by potentially traumatic experiences (Artz et al., 2018; Bauriedl-Schmidt et al., 2017; Porges, 2022).
Responses from the study’s participants informed which literature should be considered on schools becoming
centres of care as well as the role social workers could play as catalysts in this process.

LITERATURE

A preliminary literature review was done before the commencement of the qualitative study via the University of
South Africa (Unisa) Library’s National ETD Portal theses and dissertations, whilst conceptualising the research
problem by using the keywords “psychosocial” OR “support” AND “school”, as well as “school” AND “trauma”
(Jordaan, 2024, pp. 5-6). A lack of literature was noted in research done at local universities on indigenous trauma-
informed care and support in schools (Jordaan, 2024, pp. 5-6). The socioeconomic context, as indicated earlier,
requires schools to adopt a new way of being or culture to become centres of care (Berger & Martin, 2021;
Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, 2014; Western Cape Education Department, 2023).
There are many correlations between the CSTL Programme and a trauma-informed approach, and it can therefore
easily be implemented to create a school culture of trauma-informed care and support, including safety,
collaboration, staff training, and cultural, historical and gender issues (Jordaan, 2024, pp. 32-33). Prioritising
psychosocial support is also key in schools becoming centres of care and is one of the priority areas of the CSTL
Programme (Department of Basic Education & MIET Africa, 2010).

Psychosocial support is crucial for children in potentially traumatic experiences to be able to learn (Department
of Basic Education, 2020; Midford et al., 2020). According to the Regional Psychosocial Support Initiative,
psychosocial support refers to many forms of affection, protection and care that develop children’s emotional,
spiritual and cognitive welfare, as well as their social and/or cultural connectedness (Department of Basic
Education, 2020, p. 6). Schools hold a well-established position and play an important function in communities.
Children engage with the school system almost daily, and ongoing assessments are conducted of every child
attending school. Schools are therefore in an ideal position to determine and address children’s psychosocial needs
and to promote positive childhood experiences (Cardeli et al., 2020; Department of Basic Education & MIET
Africa, 2010; Martin et al., 2017; Merrick & Narayan, 2020). Positive childhood experiences could serve as a
buffer against the negative impact of potentially traumatic experiences (Sege & Harper Browne, 2017; Wang et
al., 2021). A whole-school approach to psychosocial support proves to be ideal, where policies, procedures, staff
training and resourcing support these initiatives (Department of Basic Education, 2020; Harlow, 2021; National
Child Traumatic Stress Network, 2017). Formal psychosocial strategies could include socio-emotional learning
as part of the curriculum and promoting a restorative discipline system; informal strategies could include school
staff modelling prosocial behaviour and close teacher—learner relationships, which play an important role in
children having a sense of safety and connectedness at school (Shean & Mander, 2020, pp. 237-238; Spilt et al.,
2015).

According to the study’s theoretical framework, to learn and develop optimally, children need to experience a
sense of safety and nurturing across multiple microsystems, such as the school (Dana, 2018, p. 4; Harlow, 2021,
p- 87; Wang et al., 2021, p. 548). Once again, a whole-school approach to enhancing a sense of safety and
connectedness among children seems most effective (Harlow, 2021; Sege & Harper Browne, 2017; Wang et al.,
2021). The CSTL Programme acknowledges and supports school staff and is crucial to nurturing a culture of care
and support (Department of Basic Education & MIET Africa, 2010). Collaboration and trust (one of the key
principles of a trauma-informed approach) is necessary, considering the pivotal role parents and teachers play in
creating a sense of safety for children (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, 2014).
School staff can be supported through staff training, peer support, collaboration in their efforts to help learners,
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positive relationships with and appreciation from management, and autonomy for teachers (Moore et al., 2018, p.
2927; Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, 2014, p. 11).

METHODOLOGY

Jordaan (2024) conducted a qualitative study within an interpretivist philosophy, employing a phenomenological
research design and exploratory, descriptive and contextual strategies. The research study was conducted in the
urban Metro North Education District of the Western Cape Province to explore, describe, draw conclusions and
make recommendations on the “experiences and challenges of school staff in rendering trauma-informed care and
support to learners needing psychosocial support”.

Purposive and snowball sampling were used to recruit three different groups of experts in this focus area:
principals or deputy principals, Foundation Phase teachers and social workers based at schools. Semi-structured
interviews were conducted with the participants, and information power was used to determine an adequate sample
size. The data were then analysed using reflexive thematic analysis and the software ATLAS.ti 24. Ethical
clearance was granted by Unisa’s College of Human Sciences Research Ethics Review Committee (reference
number: 35365897 CREC _CHS 2022) and by the Western Cape Education Department’s Research Directorate
(reference number: 16375E04C000026-20230128). Principals had to permit the researcher to interview school
staff and a social worker who played a key role in facilitating communication amongst psychosocial professionals
at the school. This contact helped the researcher connect with social workers who met the study's inclusion criteria.

The four criteria developed by Lincoln and Guba — namely credibility, transferability, dependability and
confirmability — were used to ensure rigour (Abdalla et al., 2018, pp. 81-89). Information power, which was used
to ensure the sample size, provided sufficient information to answer the research question and contributed to a
rigorous process (Malterud et al., 2016, p. 1753). Reflexive interpretation and deep engagement with the dataset
were required to ensure rigour in the reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2021, p. 209).

FINDINGS

Four themes emerged during the data analysis, namely “Creating a culture of trauma-informed care and support”
(Theme 1), “Prioritising psychosocial support” (Theme 2); “Imperative of a sense of safety and connectedness”
(Theme 3); and “Care and support for school staff” (Theme 4). Theme 1 is a distinct and overarching theme to the
other three themes (Jordaan, 2024). This article focuses mainly on Theme 4 and specifically the sub-theme
“School-based social worker”. This theme cannot be discussed in isolation; hence, the other themes are briefly
discussed to contextualise and emphasise the potential school-wide impact of social workers as catalysts for
holistic care and support.

Creating a culture of trauma-informed care and support

Participants indicated that a culture of care and support was vital and already existed in some of their schools, as
these quotations show.

Yes, nurturing environment, teaching values, kindness, and sharing and caring and all those. Those
things are so important... So, it's, it's an atmosphere, it's an ethos that you feel in some schools, and you
don't in others, of care and support, that you matter, that you're wellbeing matter. It's a very, sort of like
a...It's not a tangible thing. It is, it's an atmosphere, like I said. Where you feel you are valued. (Teacher

4

Well, first of all it’s part of our value system of the school; one of our values is caring. We're driving it
currently this term ‘omgee’ [caring]. We started off with assembly this morning. We had one of our
lessons. And then we in our previous newsletter to the parents and we'd like them to deal with that at
home. Then we deal with it at school. And I think this is part and parcel of what we are; we are really a
caring school. And anything that that needs to be reported, we do it via protocol and we follow the
channels that we need to follow to ensure that our kids are emotionally sound. (Principal 1)

The dataset confirmed that care and support existed in the schools involved in the research study, and very often
as a whole-school initiative, as seen in the following quote.

In the school, the teacher, the principal, the HODs [heads of department]; everybody that's on the
premises. Even the cleaners — they are also supposed to assist learner in need.... So care and support is
quite important because it forms part of your daily activity. (Teacher 2)

Care and support are also prioritised, consistent, continuous and range from food and clothing to basic and
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professional psychosocial support for children with potential traumatic experiences, as is illustrated below.

T'would say from my perspective care and support...You need to be consistent when it comes to care and
support. You cannot support today and tomorrow when the child plays out of bad behaviour, you don't
want to support. You need to be consistent in the way that you support. I cannot be over friendly with the
one learner because I like him and the other one I will scream and shout when he comes into my office.
(SW2)

Participants showed a good understanding of traumatic experiences and acknowledged the need to understand
trauma-informed care, which limited care and support for the children (see the quotations below).

Yeah, you know...A loss of a parent, a loss of a...violence, you know, a divorce, separation for our
children. You know, if they are in an accident. That's trauma. So, I think some, yes, you have your severe,
but even the puppy dying, like I said, it's trauma for them. It...makes a big impact and it does pull through.
1t does make it, it does affect their academic things well because they, they are so focused on and they're
trying to deal with that in their little minds where they don't know how to deal with it, that yeah, they are
not fully there, and they can't concentrate and do their best. (Teacher 7)

1 think we as a staff, we did [trauma-informed care] training for two or three times...the content was, 1
enjoyed that content. I really enjoyed that. Now, once your informed, once you are more enlightened
about what trauma is and where it comes from and the pros and cons of it, you can make a trauma-
informed decision and ensure that you provide care to learners. So, the more you know about trauma
and its consequences and how it affects children, I think the better you will be prepared to deal with
children, you know. (Principal 2)

Participants also indicated their understanding of the procedures of the existing care and support structure in their
school.

So, we have a whole process that teachers need to go through, but they can fill in forms. So, then we take
it, there's a whole protocol that they need to follow. So, they fill in the SNA so that we can work with the
learners and help them how to cope with the learners that has learning difficulties. (Teacher 6R)

Limits to care and support include school staff’s attitude about inclusivity, ongoing behaviour management of
children with autism spectrum disorder, a lack of time and resources, and difficulty collaborating with some
parents (Jordaan, 2024, pp. 132-134).

Prioritising psychosocial support

Participants indicated that psychosocial support was prioritised in the schools and provided through strategies
ranging from relational strategies to close teacher—learner relationships and coregulation of dysregulated children
(see the quote below), as well as non-relational strategies such as socio-emotional learning, screening and referral
procedures for trauma.

And you know, just be human, be humane with the child...To de-escalate the situation firstly, and to show
the child that whatever they are experiencing is valid. (KI 1)

The need for more time to dedicate to psychosocial support was highlighted, along with a lack of available
professional support services.

Imperative of a sense of safety and connectedness

School staff indicated that it was imperative for children to be and feel safe at school, fuelled by genuine care for
them, as is indicated below:

Well, when you come to school in the morning, like I said before, you're not just a teacher, you are the
mummy...So when they come to school, they have to create a safe environment and make sure they feel
loved. Not just one of them, all of them. (Teacher 2)

1 love my kids. Barriers and all...It’s crazy to feel that way about so many of the kids at the same time.
(Teacher 1)

Well, at school, I think these days teachers are everything. The only thing we don't do is basically bath
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them, give them food, and put them to bed! But yeah, we basically...1It literally I, it’s like I say to my
parents in the beginning of the year, when my kids step their foot in by the gate, they 're mine. I will fight
for them. I will protect them like they are my own. And that's basically my motto in class as well. (Teacher

5)
Care and support for school staff

Participants indicated that they needed care and support through training on psychosocial support strategies;
trauma-informed care; strategies for stress, burnout and self-care (see the quotation below); collaboration in care
and support; and psychosocial support for their own wellbeing.

I would need education to really know how to care for a traumatised child. (Teacher 4)
Parents, Government, the Department of Education, the community. (KI 1)
Role of the social worker in care and support

School-based social workers can play a key role in this regard, together with the school management, Department
of Education and other state departments, community businesses, non-governmental organisations and parents, as
indicated below:

You know I always say I'm very fortunate to be at a school where you know that your social workers, 1
can genuinely press that button and they 're there and I can ask for her to be called. You know, so, I think
if we speaking about the board, it’s to ensure that all schools have access to someone that is trained,
because to assume that a teacher can just, you know, automatically be like, oh, hi, let us solve this
problem without external [or] internal support. (Teacher 8)

DISCUSSION

The CSTL Programme promotes a holistic approach to care and support in schools with the intention of
mainstreaming care and support, which includes the prioritisation of psychosocial support (Department of Basic
Education & MIET Africa, 2010). Findings of the study confirm that a culture of care and support is considered
vital for optimal learning and development to take place (Jordaan, 2024). This culture seems to be the reality in
many of the schools where the participants work, and that care and support need to be and seem to be consistent,
continuous and holistic, with psychosocial support being prioritised (Jordaan, 2024). Culture, from an adapted
bioecological system theory perspective, refers to the daily practices, procedures and routines within the
microsystem (Vélez-Agosto et al., 2017, p. 909). South Africa’s inclusive education system, and specifically the
STAS Policy, provide schools with the necessary structures, such as procedures and documentation, for care and
support to be implemented (Department of Basic Education, 2014; South Africa, Department of Education, 2001).
Findings from the study indicate that the necessary structures, as per the SIAS Policy, need to be in place and are
mostly in place in the schools where the participants work.

A sense of safety and connectedness is vital for children to be able to benefit from care and support
interventions at school and to learn and develop optimally (Jordaan, 2024). The polyvagal and attachment theories,
as well as literature on a trauma-informed approach, emphasise the need for a sense of safety and connectedness
(Dana, 2018; Porges, 2022; Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, 2014). The findings
indicate that a sense of safety and connectedness is vital for optimal learning and development in schools. The
plea for schools to become centres of care is only possible if a sense of safety and connectedness is promoted, as
it is foundational to a culture of trauma-informed care and support.

Care and support for school staff are vital if children are to be adequately cared for and supported (Jordaan,
2024). The CSTL Programme highlights the aspects of care and support for school staff, such as adequate
resources, support from management and their peers, and staff training, especially regarding trauma-informed
care and support and self-care (Department of Basic Education & MIET Africa, 2010; Jordaan, 2024). If culture
refers to a way of being, and a culture of care and support is the aim within schools as centres of care, then care
and support should be available to every member of the school community.

Social workers can play a key role as catalysts in fostering a culture in which children can develop optimally,
especially by working with the school as a community (Vergottini, in Vergottini & Weyers, 2020). The need for
social work interventions is unavoidable (Jordaan, 2024). The study's findings highlight the need for social work
intervention in schools. The SIAS Policy makes provision for non-teaching staff, such as social workers, to be a
resource in school-wide care and support strategies (Department of Basic Education, 2014). Social workers are to
heed the call to provide social work interventions within schools and be catalysts for much-needed development,
healing, and growth, benefiting learners in need of psychosocial care and support.
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IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Holistic care and support require schools to be dedicated to creating a culture of trauma-informed care, prioritise
psychosocial support, understand the importance of children needing to feel safe and connected, and provide the
necessary care and support for school staff (Jordaan, 2024). Should social work interventions within schools
replicate what Vergottini (in Vergottini & Weyers, 2020) In her definition, she describes exponential change as
possible through appropriate intervention.

Implications

When children’s right to education is considered important, schools cannot neglect the impact that potentially
traumatic experiences have on children’s ability to learn and develop optimally. It compels schools to implement
the CSTL Programme and services within its priority areas, including psychosocial support. Whole-school
programmes focused on developing children are most impactful. Schools that are centres of care create a culture
of trauma-informed care and support, reflected in their policies, procedures, external collaborations, and internal
connections. The call for social workers to provide services in the education sector has never been clearer. Social
workers within the education sector can play a key role in the required and continued culture change. Social work
interventions, from whole-school (macro) to individual (micro), within the school setting are vital, given the
existing psychosocial needs and the appropriateness of school social work. Who knows, the cycle of poverty and
vulnerability might transform into a cycle of wellbeing and resilience, where, as emphasised by SADC and MIET
Africa (2015) “children and youth become adults who can change their worlds for the better”.

Recommendations

Based on the research study, it is recommended that schools work towards becoming centres of care through a
trauma-informed approach to implementing the indigenous CSTL Programme. It is also recommended that
schools should involve social workers in their whole-school care and support initiatives.

For social workers to become catalysts for holistic care and support, it is recommended that social work
interventions should be aimed at creating an environment where children can reach their full potential (Vergottini,
in Vergottini & Weyers, 2020, p. 128). Social workers should work within the framework of bioecological systems
and biopsychosocial theories (combining polyvagal and attachment theories) and not omit interventions at the
macro and mezzo levels (e.g., creating safe circles, providing psychosocial education, and supporting families).
Lastly, ongoing research on school-based social work interventions is also recommended.

CONCLUSION

Potentially traumatic experiences of many children in South Africa hamper optimal learning and development,
rendering these learners in need of psychosocial support. Global, regional and national agreements and legislation
support schools becoming centres of care and support. A trauma-informed approach to the CSTL Programme,
which prioritises psychosocial support, presents as an appropriate indigenous intervention strategy to disrupt the
cycle of poverty and vulnerability. Social workers possess the competencies to serve as catalysts for holistic care
and support, including social work interventions as part of whole-school initiatives for trauma-informed care and
support, and could strengthen these efforts and help schools to truly become centres of care.
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