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A Strengths-Based toolkit for School and Classroom Management of

Psychosocial Challenges in learners
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ABSTRACT
South African learners face significant psychosocial challenges that profoundly impact behaviours, the school environment,
academic achievement and outcomes. Educators are positioned at the forefront of learners' lives. However, they lack training,
institutional support, and access to structured, evidence-based, and practical resources to effectively manage the manifestations
of psychosocial challenges in schools. South African schools have limited access to mental health professionals. This leaves
educators helpless and overwhelmed in managing the consequences thereof. This article presents insights from 15 primary school
educators who were purposively selected for in-depth, semi-structured interviews. The interviews reflected on the school-related
consequences of psychosocial problems among learners. Based on these consequences and problems, a strengths-based toolkit
was created to guide educators in addressing them safely and non-invasively without requiring specialist training. It is
recommended that Strength-Based training be generalised and culturally embedded in the management of South African schools.
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INTRODUCTION

Many South African learners grapple with significant psychosocial and behavioural difficulties, often manifesting
in the context of the classroom. (Reyneke, 2023; Setlhare et al., 2016). It manifests as behavioural issues like
aggression, withdrawal, poor concentration, risk-taking behaviours, absenteeism, disruptive behaviour, and poor
academic performance (Msosa, 2020; Setlhare et al., 2016). These interconnected difficulties compromise
learners, whose academic and developmental needs remain unmet. It also negatively impacts educators' ability to
create inclusive, strengths-focused learning environments. Educators are non-intentionally tasked with addressing
learners' trauma, emotional distress, and behavioural disruptions at school. They are, however, not trained and
equipped for this, and report feeling overwhelmed dealing with the psychosocial needs of learners (Pillay et al,
2023; Reynecke, 2023). Despite well-intentioned policies, inconsistent implementation, insufficient funding, and
a critical shortage of school social workers hinder effective interventions, leaving educators unequipped yet on
the front lines (Vergottini & Weyers, 2020). This critical gap calls for equipping educators with practical,
culturally relevant tools to manage psychosocial challenges and maintain their well-being in demanding
educational contexts. That is the aim of this study.

BACKGROUND

South African learners are severely affected by poverty (Hall et al., 2024). Informal settlements lack the
infrastructure to support learners, and poor families struggle with the high cost of early childhood care, leading
parents to send learners to rural relatives. However, rural communities themselves face significant challenges in
accessing services (Hall et al., 2024). South African children live amid widespread social inequalities and
community instability (Statistics South Africa, 2021). The environment, where they live, grow and develop, is
hostile and exposes children to trauma, domestic violence, poverty, neglect, malnutrition, and gangsterism. Paired
with inadequate family support and inaccessible mental health and welfare systems, it severely disadvantages
learners' neuropsychosocial well-being (Skinner et al., 2019; Joubert & Jacobs, 2024). This results in
developmental delays, high-risk behaviours, and a lack of scholastic achievement (Joubert & Jacobs, 2024;
Tredoux et al., 2024). Unaddressed psychosocial challenges and childhood adversities have profound implications
for long-term psychosocial, educational and occupational outcomes.

Psychosocial challenges in learners are externalised through behavioural and emotional symptoms in the
school context (Msosa, 2020). This manifests in clinginess, regression, academic disengagement, disruptive and
aggressive behaviour, attention deficits, risk-taking behaviours, absenteeism, substance abuse, and self-harm.
These adverse developmental outcomes create challenging classroom environments (Msosa, 2020). It places
educators in a position where attempts to foster a supportive learning environment compete with behavioural
disruptions and other consequences of psychosocial difficulties (Jacobs, 2023). Educators are left no choice but
to respond to learner needs without appropriate training. They rely on personal judgment in the absence of
resources and psychosocial support (Reyneke, 2023; Silbert & Mzozoyana, 2019).

The prevalence of school violence in South Africa ranks among the highest globally (World Population
Review, 2022). Physical violence, including theft, corporal punishment, and sexual violence, is at alarming levels,
with perpetrators often using aggression to assert dominance (Reddy et al., 2010; Burton & Leoschut, 2013). In
South Africa, 68% of educators and 49% of learners had experienced or witnessed physical violence, and
educators faced greater exposure despite an adequate policy framework to address this (Meyer & Chetty, 2017).
This research aims to develop a classroom management toolkit to address this phenomenon in South African
Schools.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This is grounded in the Strength-Based Approach, as conceptualised by Saleebey (2000). The strength-based
approach offers a transformative framework for addressing psychosocial challenges, shifting the focus from
deficits to strengths and resilience. It fosters empowerment by using individual and systemic strengths to navigate
difficulties. The core principles are empowerment, resilience, collaboration, and the recognition and development
of individual strengths. It provides a practical foundation for turning challenges into opportunities. This means
fostering empowerment through proactive solutions and resilience (Cummins et al., 2012; Pulla, 2017;
Zimmerman, 2013). The strengths-based approach can equip educators with tools to counter adverse effects and
foster meaningful change in under-resourced contexts (Pillay et al., 2023; Weyers, 2020). This study employs the
principles of the strengths-based approach to fulfil its primary research aim of developing a toolkit for classroom
management of psychosocial problems among learners.

METHODOLOGY
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This study has two research objectives. First, semi-structured qualitative interviews with teachers were conducted
to identify the most prevalent psychosocial challenges learners face and how these challenges manifest in the
classroom. Data analysis was done using thematic analysis to identify patterns and nuanced insights. Theme
development involved grouping codes into broader categories and iteratively refining them. Subthemes were
identified to capture nuances (Levitt et al., 2018; Braun & Clarke, 2013). The sample included 15 Educators in
the foundation phase (grades R-3) from the Northwest Province who were registered with the South African
Council of Educators. The second aim is to utilise the thematic data obtained in Objective one to consult evidence-
based literature and develop a practical toolkit to guide classroom management in line with the strengths-based
approach. The study received approval from the Northwest University Human Research Ethics Committee
(HREC) (Approval Number: XXX-00159-21-A1) and the Northwest Province Department of Basic Education.

RESULTS

The researchers first present findings from a thematic analysis of transcriptions of semi-structured interviews with
teachers, identifying psychosocial problems and their manifestations in schools. Then, evidence-based techniques
from the strengths-based approach were researched and recorded to address them.

Themes from semi-structured interviews
Economic hardship and basic needs insecurity

Many learners come from financially disadvantaged backgrounds, leading to hunger and food insecurity. Often,
these learners rely on school feeding schemes. The participants relate the following (sic):

"Every single day, it is the same learners in the feeding scheme. Some even ask if they can bring food
home because there is nothing to eat there." (Participant 2).

” We can organise one or two extra meals for this learner, or give him a bag of mielie pap there’s little
things at school that's happening for the really poor families” (Participant 11)

There is a lack of basic necessities, including school clothes, shoes, and stationery.

“I had a little boy who needed new shoes. I called his mother and offered to buy him new shoes. She
broke down as she had been too embarrassed to tell me. ' (Participant 14)

The psychosocial well-being of learners is strongly influenced by their families' socioeconomic status (Luo et al.,
2023). The longitudinal study by Luo et al. (2023) found that lower socioeconomic status is associated with a
higher prevalence of psychosocial problems in learners. They experience poorer health and score lower than their
peers in cognitive, educational, social, and behavioural development (Cooper & Stewart, 2021; Wendel et al.,
2021).

Family structure and parental absence

Many learners live in single-parent households or with guardians who are often unavailable due to work
obligations. Some learners lack supervision, leading to incomplete homework and academic disengagement.

“Eighty percent of the learners in my class come from single-parent homes with absent fathers”
(Participant 3).

“The child who has parental involvement is less needy emotionally. You can see how hard it is for single-
parent families.” (Participant 14).

“I have a child whose mom is a single parent and works three jobs. She leaves the house at 3 a.m. The
child is struggling; he can’t write or do maths. He's very underdeveloped.” (Participant 3).

Parental absence can also occur in homes with two parents. Having absent parents has psychological consequences
like resentment, unstable interpersonal relationships, early independence and the need for close relationships with
another adult figure like a teacher, depression, feeling numb, feelings of guilt, loss, betrayal, abandonment,
insecurity, and anxiety (Langlais et al., 2024; Lansford et al., 2024). Learners experiencing parental absence may
exhibit self-blame and the perceived inability to keep the family unit intact (Amato & Afifi, 2006). This
exacerbates negative affect, difficulties in social interactions, academic deterioration, and compromised
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psychosocial health.
“During a parents' evening, the parents that you want to see are absent.” (Participant 13).
“Mom's working, dad’s working, or there are no parents.” (Participant 4)

“You can see that the learner comes from an unstable household. The child can 't sit still and concentrate
because they have not eaten breakfast.” (Participant 7)

A lack of support in a context of trauma and distress.

Adversities in early life lead to internalised and externalised negative emotions (Wendel et al., 2021). This predicts
poor future mental and physical health (Wendel et al., 2021). Teacher participants voice that learners experience
stress, anxiety, and depression, sometimes resulting in self-harm. Mngoma et al. (2021) found that 57% of
adolescents in South Africa indicated having psychological distress, and 40.2% reported depression and anxiety.

"We are seeing more and more girls who cut themselves." (Participant 2)

“I have learners who come to school feeling stressed or worried. They don’t feel comfortable talking to
an adult.” (Participant 5, Interview)

Complex childhood trauma is the consequence of exposure to multiple adverse events in childhood (Brown et al.,
2022). This has a widespread effect on learners’ development, concentration, and ability to learn (Brown et al.,
2022). A lack of emotional support at home makes school the only place where learners feel safe expressing their
struggles (Brown et al., 2022). These learners engage in self-critical thinking, believing that their shortcomings
cause their difficulties or distress (Gilbert et al., 2009). This can lead to a cycle of negative self-talk, contributing
to feelings of inadequacy and anxiety. Mngoma et al. (2021) report that half of their South African participants
felt hopeless, while 43.7% report feeling worthless, and 25% thought of suicide in the previous week. Trauma
leads to stress hyperarousal, a lack of emotional regulation, anxiety, stress, avoidance, and difficulties in forming
relationships (NCTSN, 2021).

“A child wants to commit suicide or is sad, but no one's going to notice because we're just busy trying
to get the work done, which is sad.” (Participant 13).

“We had a Grade 6 girl who tried to commit suicide. Her mother casually told me on the phone that she
was in a psychiatric hospital." (Participant 2).

Educators often assume roles of caregivers and emotional support systems beyond their educational
responsibilities.

“Sometimes I feel like I am more of a mother than a teacher. I want to keep them safe and warm, not just
teach them maths." (Participant 3)

“They don’t get enough attention at home. You give it to them in a different way, so educators take on a
motherly role” (Participant 14).

Educators feel overwhelmed and ill-equipped to handle complex social, emotional, and behavioural problems in
learners.

“We don’t have the time or training to handle these challenges” (Participant 2).
Unresolved trauma manifests in the classroom through withdrawal, defiance, aggression, or attention difficulties
as a result of feeling powerless, pain, frustration, fear and a lack of self-regulation (Owen et al., 2019; Van der
Kolk, 2014).
Behavioural and discipline problems
Male learners display disruptive behaviours such as refusal to work, aggression, and defiance. Absent fathers of

boys are associated with poor behavioural regulation and externalising behaviour (Varga; 2021; Fu, 2023; Zhang
et al., 2023).
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Most boys, at a young age, who grow up in homes without a male figure. In our school, we also don’t
have male educators, so you don't have a father figure. They just do what they want, and the mother
cannot control them as they get older” (Participant 2).

Participants say that traditional disciplinary methods, such as detention and reprimands, are ineffective in curbing
misbehaviour. As coping mechanisms for expressing internal distress or responding to perceived threats,
vandalism, theft, fighting, disrespect, physical-verbal and sexual bullying are prevalent (Gagnon et al., 2021;
Kokkinos et al., 2015).

“Discipline is a huge problem; it is a madhouse. Talking softly does not work. You can talk and talk,
then you talk louder and louder, and end up screaming, and then they react. Then you get that one, that's
not used to being screamed at, and that one is in tears “(Participant 11).

“There aren't many schools with discipline that works. You write them up, they sit in detention, go home,
next week, they sit again, same learners. Then learners fall into the way of criminal behaviour”
(Participant 2).

Educators struggle to manage classrooms where learners lack self-regulation skills. Learners who experience
chronic poverty, unresolved behavioural issues and emotional neglect show higher levels of stress and behavioural
difficulties, disruptive behaviour, low motivation, a lack of self-discipline and absenteeism. A lack of stability at
home leads to emotional distress and difficulty adjusting to the structured school environment (Kim et al., 2016).
Traditional punitive discipline is often ineffective for learners facing psychosocial challenges. Restorative
discipline strategies, relationship-building and conflict resolution are more effective (Gregory et al., 2016; Gagnon
etal., 2021).

Social and peer-related challenges
Bullying is a persistent issue, often going unreported due to fear of retaliation or shame.

“Bullying maybe is as a safety mechanism for the learner to hurt others before others can hurt them”
(Participant 6).

“There has been an increase in bullying. It is not only boys, but also now girls who bully the boys and
vice versa. Older learners also bully the younger learners.” (Participant 9).

“She was sitting alone and crying at break time.... Why is she sitting alone and not playing with the
others? Heartbreaking. Some are isolated” (Participant 10)

Many learners experience bullying, social exclusion, and peer conflicts, exacerbating emotional distress. Peer
relationships is critical to a child’s sense of belonging. Disrupting these relationships can cause increased anxiety
and disengagement (Perino et al., 2024).

“You don’t know what to do with learners who sit alone. I have 3 or 4 such learners in my class. I can
see that there’s a problem.” (Participant 2)

Anti-bullying programmes that emphasise bystander intervention and social-emotional learning reduce bullying
and improve peer relations, and a socioecological-based approach to bullying is most effective (Gaffney et al.,
2021).

Toolkit for strength-based classroom management

Based on this data, the toolkit (Table 1) was developed, considering the psychosocial circumstances and their

impact on thoughts, feelings, and behaviours the recommendations are derived from evidence-based, strength-
grounded references.
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Joubert C., Jacobs S. & Erasmus L.

Toolkit for Strength-Based Classroom Management of Psychosocial Problems

Trigger Psychosocial Proposed Strength-Based Teacher Management
Manifestations
Economic Struggle & Embarrassment | ® Identify the strengths of the learners and create opportunities
Hardship to showcase them.
References: e In teaching, include stories, role models, examples and case
Hornby & Witten (2019); studies of successful people from diverse socio-economic
Miller (2021); backgrounds.
Wang (2020); Baker et al. e Helping learners be aware of their own emotions, thoughts
(2018); and values, and how it influences behaviour.
Gordon et al. (2018) e Teach social awareness and empathy for people who are
different.

e Integrate skills to develop and maintain healthy friendships
and peer support.

Parental Compromised Development | @ Devise activities where they explore unique strengths and use
Absence skills to boost self-efficacy.

References: e Recognise and celebrate strengths, fostering a growth

Darling-Hammond et al. mindset.

(2017); e Do academic work in peer groups and group learners

Durlak et al., (2011); according to unique strengths.

Hornby & Witten (2019)

Academic Disengagement e  Start a reflective journal project where learners are allocated a

few minutes each day to do self-reflection.

References: e Regular positive reinforcement from the teacher.

Durlak et al., (2011); e Build and maintain a positive, supportive, and stable

Karcher (2008) relationship with the learner.

e Gradually expose learners to activities they are avoiding, with
recognition and praise.

Depression and Numbness e Encourage learners to share fictional stories. It allows the
projection and processing of emotions

References: e Integrate tasks and activities that are enjoyable and

Cuipers et al. (2016); meaningful into the school day.

Dimidijan (2006) e Help learners set small goals they can achieve daily.

e Let the learners work in groups to reinforce social
connections and improve motivation.

e Add gratitude exercises in the reflective journal.

e Set up a hall of fame in the classroom where learners can
celebrate each other.

e Do physical and creative art activities.

e Involve learners in community service

e Discuss books, movies and other multimedia in which
characters share the same emotion.

Resentment e Create safe ways for learners to express resentment through
art, boxing, music, dancing, etc.

References: e Discuss books, movies, and other multimedia in which

Hornby & Witten (2019) characters share the same emotion.

Gonzales et al. (2016); e Build emotional intelligence through activities to recognise

Sun et al. (2022) and label feelings.

e Provide learners with a mood indicator that they can update
throughout the day.

e C(Create a sense of belonging in the classroom through
recognising feelings, achievements, and working toward
positive relationships.

Unstable Interpersonal e Encourage open dialogue and a sense of community. Visibly
Relationships underpin classroom rules by inclusivity and respect.

e Reinforce the bonds between the learners and their positive
References: reciprocal behaviours.
Durlak et al. (2011), e Let learners work in teams and establish common goals that

African Journal of Social Work, 16(3), 2026

111




AJSW, Volume 16 Number 3 2026

Joubert C., Jacobs S. & Erasmus L.

Landsford et al. (2010),

matter.

Hornby & Witten (2019) e  Model constructive conflict management through empathy,
emotional regulation, and open communication.
e Task learners to collaboratively find solutions to problems
e Teach social skills through movies, books, and puppet play.
Feelings of Guilt e Counterbalance feelings of inadequacy and self-blame using
storytelling to explore and express strengths and discuss
References: personal narratives.
Hattie & Timperley (2007); | ® Create stories that induce self-reflection and show that learners
Wehmeyer & Lan (2008); are not guilty of their circumstances.
Neff (2011); e Encourage learners to write or tell stories about a time in which
Gonzales & Smith (2017) they used a personal strength to overcome a challenge.
e Model self-compassion through reading stories and sharing
one's own experiences.
e Integrate the discussion of concepts like guilt in the class to
encourage rational reflection.
Negative Emotions e Help learners deal with negative emotions by integrating
emotional literacy through an emotional vocabulary. Let the
References: class share experiences connected to the emotions. Use stories
Durlak et al.(2011); and movies to model emotions and discuss characters and
Brunzell et al. (2016); experiences.
Neft (2011); e Share emotions in small groups connected to questions like
Zenner et al. (2014). "What made you sad today?'
e Act out role-playing scenarios in the class.
e Use art to draw and sculpt emotions and share the experience
verbally
e  Encourage and facilitate journaling with words or pictures.
Trauma Stress & Anxiety e Emphasising and recognising strengths enhances self-esteem
and reduces anxiety.
References: e A non-judgemental classroom atmosphere where it is ok to
Alter et al. (2017); share feelings and difficulties.
Brunzell et al. (2016); e Ensure the classroom is safe and does not contain triggers.
Hornby & Witten (2019); e Allow for a quiet corner where learners can decompress.
Murray et al. (2018) e  Express validation and respect for feelings.
Sack & Mayo (2015) e Encourage mutually supportive relationships amongst learners
and sensitivity for feelings and moods.
e Foster an empathic atmosphere underpinned by kindness.
e Teach ecasy relaxation and mindfulness exercises like slow
breathing.
Self-Criticism e C(Create strength posters and strength stories to share unique
abilities and past successes.
References: e  Guided self-compassion exercises.
Ferguson (2017); Brunzell | ¢ Teach learners how to deal with making mistakes
(2016). constructively.
Karcher (2008) e  Model self-compassion and motivate the class to practice it
e C(Cultivate a sense of belonging in the class through team
building, decorating together, displaying learners' names and
strengths, collaboratively designing class rules, involving
learners in decision-making, creating routines and rituals, and
establishing class traditions.
e Encourage learners to set goals and focus on it rather than
shortcomings.
Hopelessness e Regular check-ins can create a supportive community where
learners feel valued and connected.
References: e Teaching learners that abilities and intelligence can develop
Brunzell (2016); over time with effort and perseverance.
Hornby & Witten (2019); e C(Celebrate progress and effort rather than just results.
Wehmeyer & Lan (2018); e Regularly acknowledge learners' efforts and achievements.
Zenner et al. (2014) . e Positive reinforcement can build confidence and counteract
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feelings of helplessness.

Hornby & Witten (2019).

e Do emotion-focused art projects and share.

Disciplinary | Disrespect e Create a culture that promotes empathy and respect.

Problems e  Establish strong and caring relationships with learners.
References: e Show genuine interest learners, providing consistent support.
Wehmeyer & Lan (2018); e Positive student-teacher relationships are associated with
Durlak et al. (2011); increased engagement and decreased disrespectful behaviour.
Alter et al. (2017). e Teach, model and roleplay social skills.

e Foster peer support which significantly enhances learners'
social skills and decreases aggressive, disrespectful
behaviours.

Aggression & Defiance e Focusing on the strengths learners excel at will build
confidence, reducing reliance on aggressive and deviant

References: behaviours.

Alter et al. (2017); e Implement clear expectations for behaviour in agreement

Wehmeyer et al. (2018); with the learners in the class.

Zenner et al. (2014). e  Agree with learners on clear and predictable consequences for
aggressive and deviant behaviours.

e Integrate mindfulness techniques such as deep breathing
during the day to help mitigate anxiety and promote
emotional regulation.

e Promote positive peer relationships through collaborative
projects and buddy systems.

e Allow peers to model positive behaviour and its rewards.

e Integrate social skills into classwork.

e Build a sense of community in the classroom

Withdrawl and e Agree on classroom norms that reinforce inclusion

Disengagement e Design activities to reinforce respect, empathy, and
collaboration.

References: e Use of team-building activities that pursue common goals and

Johnson & Johnson (2009); rewards.

Hattie  (2012); Karcher | @ Use cooperative learning where each group member is

(2008). responsible for a part of the project, and cooperation is
unavoidable.

e Reward and facilitate participation in extracurricular activities
that align with strengths and interests.

e Role-play perspective taking scenarios.

Social and | Social Exclusion e Design activities to reinforce respect, empathy, and
Peer collaboration.
Challenges | References: e Promote emotional safety, respect, and inclusion
Johnson & Johnson (2009);
Hattie (2012);
Karcher (2008).
Bullying & Peer Conflict e C(Create appreciation circles where students can identify the
strengths of each other.
References: e Read stories and watch movies to develop empathy
Alter et al. (2017); e  Openly discuss bullying and its effects in the classroom
Brunzell et al. (2016); e Develop peer mentoring programmes where vulnerable

learners are connected to socially skilled peers.
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DISCUSSION

The data in this study reveal a concerning web of prevalent interconnected psychosocial factors that negatively
impact academic performance, psychosocial difficulties, deviant behaviour, delayed development and even
suicide. Other South African studies confirm that learners require urgent intervention to mitigate the damage
inflicted by their social circumstances (Pillay et al., 2023; Harrison et al., 2021). Except for parents, educators are
the most influential figures in learners' lives (Ruzek et al., 2016). They are not trained for psychotherapeutic
intervention; they need user-friendly, easy-to-understand, and innovative tools to help them.

The backdrop of hardship is a common thread underlying the increased prevalence of psychosocial problems
in the data. The aim of this study was not to solve families' problems, as that is beyond educators' scope. It set out
to identify psychosocial manifestations of these problems at school. The findings also highlight that the school is
often the only safe place for many learners. In light of the dire shortages of social workers and psychologists, the
only way we can reach kids in need is through this safe place, by the only other influential figures in their lives.
Empowering teachers through the strengths-based techniques above can create an environment where learners can
heal and thrive.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Adopting the Strength-Based Approach in schools and classrooms has the potential to strengthen and develop
large groups of learners. The prevalence of psychosocial issues among learners is too mammoth to be left for
social workers and psychologists. Innovation of approaches that can be paired with lessons is unavoidable to assist
learners. Activities in this study are easy to implement and integrate into the curriculum and school routine. It
empowers educators to improve their own working environment while developing and strengthening learners in
a subtle, safe way. The toolkit is such an innovative approach to enhancing their school and classroom functioning.
The techniques are sustainable and do not add to the workload; they offer a new way to deliver instruction and
lessons.

In South Africa, the value of innovation in addressing group psychosocial problems cannot be overstated. No
one knows our learners better than their educators. They are ideally positioned to contribute positively to learners'
psychosocial well-being. The strength-based approach provides the tools to do this, without increasing work
pressure or expecting them to practice a discipline they have not been trained in.
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