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Abstract 

Educators form the backbone of learner development and growth. With advances in Social 

and Emotional Learning (SEL) interventions in educational settings internationally, 

understanding the perceptions of educators as to how effective such training can be, can be 

used to advocate the benefits of SEL training for educators in South African schools. 

Training programmes of this nature can assist in equipping and training educators in ways 

that are not only beneficial for the educators, but for the learners as well. This study aimed to 

explore the perceptions of a small group of volunteering educators who participated in an 

intervention focusing on SEL skills on an online platform. A qualitative research approach 

was used following a phenomenological research design. Data was collected through online 

semi-structured interviews. The educators who received online SEL training were asked to 

share their experiences and perceptions about SEL training and the value of implementing 

SEL skills in schools. The data was analysed using thematic analysis. Three themes were 

identified from the data: the value the SEL training had for educators as individuals and how 

some educators in public and private schools can implement aspects of SEL; barriers to 

implementing SEL in South African public schools; and what would be needed in the 

educational system to implement SEL in public schools. These results can be used to 

advocate for the value of SEL training for educators and learners, as well as to promote 

attitudes and programmes in education to allow for SEL training in future.  

Keywords: self-awareness, self-management, decision-making, relationships, social 

awareness 

  

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 

 
 
 



 

iv 
 

|TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 
 

Declaration of Originality ......................................................................................................... i 
Acknowledgements .................................................................................................................. ii 
Abstract....................................................................................................................................iii 
List of Tables ........................................................................................................................... vi 
List of Acronyms ..................................................................................................................... vi 
Chapter 1: Introduction .......................................................................................................... 1 

1.1 Introduction to Social and Emotional Learning ............................................................... 1 
1.2 Goal of the Research ........................................................................................................ 4 
1.3 Research Approach .......................................................................................................... 5 
1.4 Thesis Overview ............................................................................................................... 5 

Chapter 2: Literature Review ................................................................................................. 7 
2.1 The development of SEL.................................................................................................. 7 
2.2 Value of SEL in Education............................................................................................... 9 
2.3 Why Educators’ Training Is Important in the Implementation of SEL in Schools? ...... 12 
2.4 SEL in South Africa ....................................................................................................... 14 
2.5 SEL Training Conducted in South Africa ...................................................................... 18 
2.6 Theoretical Approach ..................................................................................................... 19 
2.7 Summary ........................................................................................................................ 20 

Chapter 3: Methodology ....................................................................................................... 21 
3.1 Introduction .................................................................................................................... 21 
3.2 Research Design ............................................................................................................. 21 
3.3 Sampling of Participants ................................................................................................ 21 
3.4 Procedure ........................................................................................................................ 23 
3.5 Data Collection ............................................................................................................... 23 
3.6 Data Analysis ................................................................................................................. 24 
3.7 Quality Criteria ............................................................................................................... 25 
3.8 Ethical Considerations.................................................................................................... 26 
3.9 Summary ........................................................................................................................ 26 

Chapter 4: Results ................................................................................................................. 27 
4.1 Introduction .................................................................................................................... 27 
4.2 Themes and Sub-Themes ............................................................................................... 28 

4.2.1 Theme 1: SEL training. ......................................................................................... 28 
4.2.2 Theme 2: Challenges in implementing SEL .......................................................... 32 

4.2.3 Strategies to implement aspects of SEL. ..................................................................... 36 
4.3 Conclusion ...................................................................................................................... 39 

Chapter 5: Discussion of Findings ........................................................................................ 40 
5.1 Introduction .................................................................................................................... 40 
5.2 Discussion on SEL training ............................................................................................ 40 
5.3 Challenges in Implementing SEL .................................................................................. 43 
5.4 Discussion on Strategies to Implement Aspects of SEL ................................................ 45 
5.5 Theoretical reflections .................................................................................................... 49 
5.6 Contribution of the Study ............................................................................................... 50 
5.7 Limitations of the Study ................................................................................................. 51 
5.8 Recommendations for Future Research ......................................................................... 51 
5.9 Conclusion ...................................................................................................................... 52 

References ............................................................................................................................... 53 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 

 
 
 



 

v 
 

Appendices .............................................................................................................................. 70 
Appendix A: Ethical Clearance ............................................................................................ 70 
Appendix B: Informed Consent ........................................................................................... 71 
Appendix C: Teacher’s Training Schedule .......................................................................... 75 
Appendix D: Confirmation of Professional Editing ............................................................. 76 

 

  

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 

 
 
 



 

vi 
 

List of Tables 

Table 1 Themes and Sub-themes .............................................................................................. 27 

 

List of Acronyms 

CASEL Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning 

CSDP  Comer School Development Programme 

DHET  Department of Higher Education and Training 

SADAG South African Depression and Anxiety Group 

SDQ  Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire 

 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 

 
 
 



1 

 

 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Introduction to Social and Emotional Learning 

Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) refers to learning the ability to identify and control 

emotions, solve issues successfully, and build meaningful relationships with others 

(Humphrey et al., 2013, Weissberg et al., 2015). The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and 

Emotional Learning (CASEL) which is a non-profit organisation that promotes the teaching 

and use of SEL skills, defines SEL as the process of 1) acquiring and successfully applying 

the knowledge, attitudes, and skills required to recognise and manage emotions; 2) 

developing caring and concern for others to build positive relationships; and 3) making 

responsible decisions; and 4) effectively handling challenging situations (CASEL, 2017). 

Similar to how learners acquire academic skills, they can learn and acquire social and 

emotional skills by engaging in positive activities both inside and outside of the classroom. 

Over time, the social and emotion skills they acquire can become enhanced and better 

integrated into addressing the complexities of life, not only in their academic work, but also 

in social relationships and civic duties which can promote their overall health and wellbeing.  

In general, SEL centres around a set of social, emotional, behavioural and character skills that 

foster success in school, the work environment, relationships and the community (Frey et al., 

2019). Although these skills have an impact on academic learning, they are often considered 

as soft skills or qualities rather than specific educational objectives (Frey et al., 2019). These 

skills are unquestionably crucial for all learners and in the world of work. Research suggests 

that teaching and nurturing SEL in schools could enhance children's ability to integrate 

thinking, emotions and behaviour, resulting in improved academic and life results. According 

to Cahill and Dadvand (2020), SEL programmes can enhance the wellbeing of educators and 

learners. A critical analysis of SEL revealed that theoretically informed SEL programmes, 

when taught with excellence and dedication, can help learners in reducing risk-taking 

behaviours such as tobacco, alcohol and other drug use, cope with distress, building their 

relationship to school, and enhancing social relationships and improving their academic 

success (Cahill & Dadvand, 2020). Furthermore, good SEL programmes can improve 

educator wellbeing, strengthen educator-learner relationships and increase educators’ use of 

learner-centred education.  

SEL programmes facilitate the acquisition of core competencies to identify and manage 

emotions, set attainable positive goals, appreciate and acknowledge the perspective of others, 
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form and maintain relationships, exercise sound judgement and react appropriately to 

interpersonal situations (Elias et al., 1997). The five core competencies as defined by Elias et 

al. (1997) include the following: 

• Self-awareness, which is the ability to acknowledge one’s own thoughts, emotions 

and how they influence one’s behaviour. This includes one’s ability to identify one’s 

strengths and shortcomings and awareness of one’s goals (Elias et al., 1997).  

• Secondly, self-management is the ability to effectively control one’s thoughts, 

emotions and behaviours. This includes impulse control, striving to achieve personal 

and academic goals, stress management and motivating oneself (Elias et al., 1997).  

• Thirdly, social awareness which is described as “the ability to take the perspective of 

others including those who come from a different background or culture as well as 

the ability to empathise with others, understand social and ethical norms and to 

recognise the resources and support in the family, school, and community” (Elias et 

al., 1997, p.3).  

• Relationship skills is the fourth competency which is the instruments required to 

cooperate, sustain positive and healthy relationships, listen attentively, resolve 

disputes in a constructive manner, and offer and accept assistance as needed (Elias et 

al., 1997).  

• Lastly, responsible decision-making is defined as: “The ability to make constructive 

choices about their own behaviour and social interactions, taking into account safety 

concerns, ethical standards, social and behavioural norms, consequences and 

wellbeing of self and others” (Elias et al., 1997, p.3).  

All five competencies form the basis of social and emotional skills that allow learners to 

develop and mature in their roles as community members and active citizens. Success in 

school and future careers is not determined by academic knowledge and cognitive skills 

alone. Jones and Doolittle (2017) show how social and emotional skills have been identified 

in understanding how people succeed in all areas of life.  

SEL competencies have been conceptualised as a fundamental part of learning and education 

(Humphrey, 2013). SEL interventions aim to train educators in implementing SEL principles 

to benefit the educators and learners in the school (Durlak, 2016). According to Jones and 
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Doolittle (2017), by changing and redesigning educators’ style of interaction with learners, 

social and emotional skills can be taught and acquired by both the learner and educator. 

Therefore, implementing and training educators in SEL skills, bridges the gap between 

academics and the essential social and emotional skills necessary for a successful life. Several 

programmes and strategies have been developed to teach and promote SEL as a crucial 

element for learning and, ultimately a successful life (Weissberg et al., 2015).  

SEL developed from research pertaining to prevention of mental health problems and 

resilience. In the mid-1990s, the publishing of Goleman’s Emotional Intelligence (1995) and 

Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences (1993) triggered researchers’ interest in SEL. Since then, the 

interest in SEL continues to grow as there is more evidence that indicates the positive 

outcomes of SEL. Internationally, the interest in incorporating SEL in education has risen 

dramatically (Durlak, 2011; Humphrey, 2013; Weissberg et al., 2015). To date, educators and 

parents across the globe recognise the connections between academic and SEL especially 

considering the support structures put in place at schools. Although the focus of SEL is on 

universal prevention and promotion, SEL is still an untried concept, particularly in South 

African public schools. 

At the core of teaching social and emotional skills are the implementers who provide the 

knowledge and space to facilitate the teaching and imparting of social and emotional skills. In 

South Africa, SEL is not formally implemented in public schools, and limited research has 

been done to focus on the need for SEL and educators’ perceptions of SEL (Marsay, 2020). 

Marsay (2020) showed that SEL constructs, and hope can be described as parallel constructs. 

Hope adds the concept of spirituality, beliefs and traditions in a multicultural society, while 

SEL constructs outline competencies required for a successful personal and academic life. 

Therefore, in her training, she integrated hope with SEL training. During the COVID-19 

pandemic Marsay’s (2020) article “A Hope-Based Future Orientation Intervention to Arrest 

Adversity” stimulated some interest among educators who experienced much anxiety, as 

education was almost halted, and they had to teach amid social distancing. This inspired 

interest in an intervention for educators through the South African Depression and Anxiety 

Group (SADAG)’s virtual platform and the Catholic Institute of Education (CIE). The 

training was promoted among educators through SADAG and the CIE and various 

participants joined the sessions. The training programme aimed to assist educators to manage 

and reduce their own anxiety to promote their personal wellbeing, using the Hope and SEL 

framework developed by Marsay (2020). Another goal of the training was to introduce the 
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skills to educators so that they could experiment with the skills in their teaching. The training 

consisted of 12 sessions spread over four months where educators participated virtually 

through Zoom. The sessions included training on the four constructs of Hope (Attachment, 

Mastery, Survival and Spirituality) as well as the five constructs of SEL (self-awareness, 

social awareness, self-management, responsible decision-making, relationships building and 

communication) (SEL training sessions outlined in Appendix C). A manual on Hope and SEL 

skills and implementation of SEL skills was compiled and distributed to educators who 

participated in the training. This manual was used as a tool to add to the educator’s skills and 

competencies with the expectation that they would use these skills in the classroom.  

This research focuses on educators as implementers of SEL programmes. Drawing from the 

work conducted by Dr Gloria Marsay in developing the concept and training of Hope and 

SEL in South Africa and her work in developing programmes that empower and train 

educators, educators’ views of such programmes was investigated. Understanding the views 

of educators about SEL and SEL training assisted researchers in promoting the development 

of SEL in South Africa. 

In this research, the educators’ experiences and perceptions of the Hope and SEL training 

programme they virtually participated in through SADAG and CIE, will be explored. 

Evidence from the educators’ training experiences will provide insight into the gains and 

limitations of interventions that included SEL constructs. It can also show the need for and 

value of SEL training that could possibly pave the way for implementing more SEL 

interventions in South African schools.  

1.2 Goal of the Research 

The goal of this research is to 1) explore the perceptions of SEL training of a group of South 

African educators who participated in a SEL intervention and 2) to gain insight into their 

perceptions of the value and applicability of SEL training programmes in South African 

public schools.  

The research questions asked in this research are:  

1) What are educators’ experiences and perceptions of the Hope and SEL training they 

participated in? 2) What are educators’ perceptions of the value and applicability of SEL 

programmes in schools?  
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1.3 Research Approach 

A qualitative research approach (Pathak et al., 2013) using a phenomenological research 

design was used to capture the experiences and perceptions of the educators that have 

participated in Hope and SEL training. This design focuses on people’s experiences and the 

meaning they attribute to the construct researched which differs from quantitative research 

(Bakanay & Çakır, 2016). Online semi-structured interviews were used to capture the 

experiences and perceptions of the educators that have participated in Hope and SEL training. 

From the educators who participated in the intervention, volunteers were asked per email to 

participate in the interviewing process. Five participants volunteered and consented to 

participate in the research. The data was analysed using thematic analysis to identify the main 

themes of the data. The ecological theory was used to describe the Hope and SEL training 

and to interpret the results.  

Understanding the perception of South African educators on SEL could pave the way to 

addressing not only the learner’s emotional needs but the educators who teach the learners. 

This study could inform new ways of training educators all over South Africa, equip them 

with skills to support the learners, mitigate factors that contribute to educators’ burnout and 

promote their resilience and coping skills. 

1.4 Thesis Overview 

Chapter 1: Introduction  

This chapter defines SEL and the importance and value it holds for learners and educators. It 

also outlines the need for educators to be trained in social and emotional skills in the South 

Africa context. The goal of the research and the research approach is outlined.  

Chapter 2: Literature Review  

In this chapter, the definition and literature pertaining to SEL is discussed, as well as the 

historical background and the core principles of SEL. Selected research done on SEL in the 

educational system is outlined as well as the theoretical framework of this study. 

Additionally, this chapter highlights the importance of educators’ training programmes in the 

implementation of SEL in schools. 

Chapter 3: Methodology  
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This chapter presents the research methodology. The chapter outlines the research design, 

sampling of participants and the data collection method and data analysis process. The ethical 

considerations in this study are highlighted.  

Chapter 4: Results  

This chapter outlines the data analysis process and the results obtained from the participant’s 

interviews. Themes and sub-themes are identified and reported in this chapter.  

Chapter 5: Discussion  

This chapter focuses on the discussion of the results obtained from the data, strengths and 

limitations of the study, recommendations for future research and the conclusion of the 

research. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

In this chapter, the definition and literature pertaining to SEL are discussed. This chapter also 

discusses the historical background and the core principles of SEL as well as selected 

research done on SEL in the educational system. Additionally, this chapter highlights the 

importance of educators’ training programmes in the implementation of SEL in schools. The 

chapter ends by focusing on the theoretical framework used in this research. 

2.1 The development of SEL  

SEL can be traced back to 380 B.C. through the work of Plato in The Republic which formed 

part of a significant text that advocated for a holistic and comprehensive education (Ed, 

2018). In this text, Plato stated that citizens of good, sound character are formed by upholding 

a solid educational system. This statement infers that education’s long-standing mission is to 

prepare learners to be compassionate, helpful, reliable and engaged citizens (Edutopia, 2011). 

This mission therefore formed the basis of how education must instil these values in children, 

while also focusing on their academic achievement.  

In the 1960s, the Comer School Development Programme (CSDP) was established on the 

premise that relationships between children and adults have an extremely high value (Comer, 

2013). This programme was built on the theoretical framework that states that for children to 

develop adequately, they need positive interactions with adults (Comer & Ben-Avie, 1996). 

Therefore, to cultivate this type of interaction, the CSDP included a variety of community 

members in the educational process in addition to educators and administrators (Beaty, 2018). 

It was in 1987 and 1992 that additional educators established the W.T. Grant Consortium on 

the School-Based Promotion of Social Competence which was presided over by Weissberg 

and Elias (Beaty, 2018). This group played a significant role as they were the specialists in 

school-based-prevention and youth development in that they released a plan to integrate SEL 

in schools (Beaty, 2018). The plan outlined that learners need to have emotional 

competencies such as the ability to gauge the severity of feelings, control their impulses, 

delay gratification, identify, categorise, and express their emotions while learning to manage 

their emotions and reduce their stress (Catalano et al., 2004). This plan strongly relates to the 

current key competencies of SEL known to educators and society.  

In 1994, the Fetzer Institute assembled educators, child advocates and researchers to discuss 

possible ideas to assist children in becoming productive citizens (CASEL, 2018). From this 
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assembly of educators and researchers, the term SEL materialised and gave rise to the 

CASEL which is the primary organisation in the United States that promotes SEL (Beaty, 

2018). Since 1994, CASEL has taken the lead in advocating for the integration of academic, 

social and emotional learning for all children from preschool level to high school level 

(CASEL, 2017). The main purpose of CASEL is to integrate SEL into programmes in schools 

as a vital component of education that is founded on evidence-based research (CASEL, 

2003). In 1997, the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development partnered with 

CASEL and formulated a framework that developed a list of strategies to meet the needs of 

children (Beaty, 2018). Through this partnership, the listed strategies were written in a book 

called Promoting Social and Emotional Learning: Guidelines for Educators (Elias et al., 

1997) which was made available to educators. This became the steppingstone for CASEL to 

develop SEL standards that guide the process of selecting evidence-based programmes to be 

implemented in the education system (Beaty, 2018).  

In 1994, an international organisation with the same name, CASEL, was founded with the 

main goal of establishing SEL as an integral part of learning and school education 

internationally (Humphrey, 2013). This was followed by a group of researchers at CASEL 

publishing protocols and manuals for educators to implement SEL in schools internationally 

(Elias et al., 1997; Humphrey, 2013). These guidelines outlined the five competencies which 

fall under cognitive, affective and behavioural domains necessary for effective functioning in 

the workplace and social environment. The five competencies are described in detail as 

follows (Elias et al., 1997): 

1. Self-awareness which is described as the ability to recognise one’s own thoughts, 

emotions and how they influence one’s behaviour. This includes one’s ability to 

recognise one’s strengths and shortcomings and being aware of one’s goals (Elias et 

al., 1997). 

2. Self-management is described as the ability to effectively control one’s thoughts, 

emotions and behaviours. This includes impulse control, striving to achieve personal 

and academic goals, stress management and motivating oneself (Elias et al., 1997). 

3. Social awareness is described as: “The ability to take the perspective of others 

including those who come from a different background or culture as well as the ability 

to empathise with others, understand social and ethical norms and to recognise the 

resources and support in the family, school, and community” (Elias et al., 1997, p.3). 
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4. Relationships skills are described as the instruments required to cooperate, maintain 

positive and healthy relationships, listen attentively, navigate constructively during 

conflict, and to give and ask for help when necessary (Elias et al., 1997). 

5. Responsible decision-making is described as: “The ability to make constructive 

choices about their own behaviour and social interactions, taking into account safety 

concerns, ethical standards, social and behavioural norms, consequences and 

wellbeing of self and others” (Elias et al., 1997, p.3). 

2.2 Value of SEL in Education 

SEL has only come to prominence among parents, educators and politicians in recent years, 

despite its 20-year history (Jones & Doolittle, 2017). Research indicates that universal 

school-based SEL programmes can benefit participating students on a range of significant 

behavioural and academic results that are evidently directly after the intervention and can 

have a long-lasting positive impact on the students' lives as well as the communities' and the 

global context (Mahoney et al., 2018). Recent data indicates that SEL programmes are both 

feasible and successful in various educational settings and in many different countries around 

the world (Mahoney et al., 2018). Moreover, there is an increasing amount of finances being 

directed to SEL programmes in the United States of America (US). According to LaRocca 

and Krachman (2018) more than approximately $600 million per year is invested in SEL 

programmes. If SEL programmes can be funded, this may provide educators and schools with 

resources that can facilitate the development of emotional and social competencies of both 

educators and learners. 

Research demonstrated that both cognitive skills (e.g. writing, reading and critical thinking 

skills) and social-emotional skills (e.g. collaborative skills, motivation and study skills) are an 

essential predictor of academic success (Ashdown & Bernard, 2012). In a study conducted 

with 324 303 children, it was shown that SEL programmes were effective both in school and 

after-school settings for children with and without behavioural problems (Payton et al., 

2008). The SEL programmes that were implemented enhanced learners' social-emotional 

abilities, attitudes towards themselves and others, connection to school, positive social 

behaviour, and academic performance while also reducing behavioural problems and 

emotional discomfort (Payton et al., 2008). When the outcomes of these studies are compared 

to the findings of other research interventions, it appears that SEL programmes are among the 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 

 
 
 



10 

 

 

most effective youth development programmes available to school-age adolescents (Payton et 

al., 2008).  

In another study conducted in Australia, a cognitive-behavioural approach to teaching social 

and emotional skills was implemented in a hundred schools where educators presented 

activities from the formal curriculum that practically teach children social and emotional 

skills (Bernard, 2007). After training educators on the SEL curriculum and studying the 

impact it had on the learners, the results indicated that it is consistent with growing research 

evidence that demonstrates that SEL is valuable and essential in the early years (Ashdown & 

Bernard, 2012). The results of this study also indicated an increase in the levels of positive 

social-emotional wellbeing for both educators and learners. Social-emotional wellbeing were 

measured in terms of the presence of positive emotions and behaviours and the absence of 

negative emotions and behaviours (Ashdown & Bernard, 2012). This indicates that SEL 

training is essential in the overall wellbeing of learners and educators. In the same study, 

educators were able to implement SEL programmes successfully, demonstrating that SEL can 

be integrated into everyday educational practice (Payton et al., 2008).  

According to Conley (2015) SEL skills are valuable for promoting positive adjustment and 

preventing negative adjustment. In a study including 524 children in Australia, children 

participated in a SEL programme called “KooLKIDS Whole of Class”. This programme was 

implemented by trained educators and seeks to assist all children aged 8 to 12 years in 

recognising their strengths, understanding and managing their emotions, being aware of 

others’ emotions, and developing their social and friendship skills (Conley, 2015). The study 

measured the children’s competencies before and after being exposed to the SEL programme 

by making use of the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire and Social and Emotional 

Competence Questionnaire (SEC) (Conley, 2015). The findings indicated that universal 

social and emotional skills programmes are effective to promote wellbeing among children. 

Moreover, this study demonstrated that SEL programmes is a relatively low-cost method of 

enhancing social and emotional competence in all children. It can even be more effective in 

improving the social and emotional competence of children who have significant emotional 

and behavioural problems (Carroll et al., 2020). According to Belfield et al. (2015), SEL is a 

combination of youth development and the promotion of specific competencies, with the goal 

of enabling learners to respond appropriately to environmental demands and fully capitalise 

on opportunities. When learners are taught social and emotional skills, they can develop an 

internal locus of control, allowing them to make decisions and actions that align with their 
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own beliefs and values (Belfield et al., 2015). In a study focusing on SEL in higher 

institutions, university students benefited from the development of social and emotional skills 

that enhanced personal and interpersonal awareness and competence, enabling them to handle 

hard academic and social situations (Conley, 2015). Therefore, promoting these skills can 

reduce emotional and social difficulties and challenges they may encounter in that phase of 

their lives. This is supported by a study conducted a few years earlier by Ramos-Sanchéz and 

Nicholas (2007) who found that students with positive self-awareness and self-perception are 

more likely to succeed in higher education.  

In the long term, children with higher social-emotional competence are more likely to thrive 

at university, succeed in their careers, have positive relationships, and better mental health 

(Greenberg et al., 2017). In a study that focused on a public health approach to education, 

SEL programmes offered benefits that formed the foundation for increasing one’s overall 

wellbeing which enhances the publics’ overall health (Greenberg et al., 2017). It is evident 

that not only do social and emotional skills benefit people as individuals, but also the 

community and society as a whole.  

Any discussion of educators and SEL should be centred around understanding whether 

educators accept that education should advocate for learner’s SEL skills (Schonert-Reichl, 

2017). In the teaching environment, everything educators do has an impact on the outcomes 

of SEL. According to Johnson and Johnson (2009), educators may focus on teaching the 

subject or module content, but whether they use positive, competitive or individualistic 

learning procedures affects learner’s attitudes, values, social and interpersonal development 

simultaneously with their academic learning. Therefore, SEL is inherent and valuable in all 

spheres of the classroom and the daily flow of life in the school environment (Johnson & 

Johnson, 2009). In a meta-analysis of 13 empirical studies conducted to observe the impact of 

SEL programmes on educators’ burnout symptoms, there is evidence that SEL programmes 

can mitigate educators’ burnout by promoting their sense of personal accomplishment 

(Oliveira et al., 2021). In addition, educators may feel less emotional exhaustion which 

highlights the value that SEL offers to educators (Oliveira et al., 2021).  

The value of SEL is evident in how social and emotional education has well-defined criteria 

with specific outcomes and their impact can be identified (Elias et al., 1997). The challenge 

then is for educators and scientists to identify the educational techniques that most effectively 

contribute to those outcomes (Elias et al., 1997). 
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2.3 Why Educators’ Training Is Important in the Implementation of SEL in Schools? 

Educators’ experiences and perceptions have been neglected in the discussion pertaining to 

the factors affecting the implementation and effectiveness of SEL programmes (Greenberg et 

al., 2005; Kallestad & Olweus, 2003). Educators contribute considerably to the development 

of social and emotional skills of learners as they are the main implementers of conveying 

these skills to learners (Elbertson et al., 2010). Educators need to be trained well so that they 

can use these skills in their personal lives and demonstrate and practise these skills to model 

skills to the learners. According to Kress and Elias (2007), educators must clearly understand 

the goals and structure of the programme and believe that it will achieve its goals.  

For SEL programmes to run effectively and sustainably, specific efforts need to be directed to 

the social and emotional skills of educators. They need to be trained on the finer details of the 

programme to build educators’ confidence (Kress & Elias, 2007). Therefore, by 

understanding educators’ perceptions of SEL training, their attitudes, beliefs, and abilities can 

be analysed and inform the development of future SEL programmes and training in schools 

(Elbertson et al., 2010). 

According to Schonert-Reichl (2017), in a national representative survey conducted in the 

US, with more than 600 educators, it was found that many preschool and high school 

educators believe that SEL skills are teachable, that SEL has many beneficial positive 

outcomes and that promoting SEL will enhance the lives of learners both from rich and poor 

backgrounds. With that said, educators also emphasised that to effectively implement and 

promote SEL skills in schools, they need strong support from school principals, school 

governing bodies and the government (Schonert-Reichl, 2017). Additionally, the 

effectiveness of SEL programmes needs to be documented by researchers to allow educators 

and policymakers to be encouraged and to motivate programme implementation knowing that 

it is effective (Mahoney et al., 2018). In a meta-analysis of SEL programmes conducted by 

Mahoney et al. (2018), the need for meticulous programme execution in achieving favourable 

learner outcomes was highlighted. The study revealed that SEL programmes directed by 

educators and other school employees consistently produced excellent effects. The study 

included 356 research reports from learners within and outside of the US with precise designs 

and follow-up data from hundreds of learners in and beyond the US on a variety of SEL 

programmes (Mahoney et al., 2018). In the meta-analysis, findings suggested that SEL 

programmes are more likely to enhance rather than detract from learner’s academic 
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achievement in school (Mahoney et al., 2018). The emphasis of this review situates educators 

as the main role players in implementing SEL interventions and how educators make such 

interventions viable and effective. Thus, improving educators' understanding of SEL may 

prove to be sufficient to effectively promote SEL. The social and emotional intelligence and 

welfare of educators themselves appear to be of utmost importance (Jones et al., 2017). 

Several interventions that have been implemented in the last few years have focused on 

enhancing educators' social-emotional skills and stress management at work particularly in 

the US and the United Kingdom (Belfield et al., 2015, Durlak, 2011; Elbertson et al., 2010). 

Cultivating Awareness and Resilience in Education (CARE) and Stress Management and 

Resiliency Training (SMART-in-Education) are two of these initiatives that are based on 

mindfulness (Schonert-Reichl, 2017). Both initiatives seek to improve educators' mindfulness 

to lessen stress and burnout while increasing their job satisfaction, empathy and compassion 

for learners, and effectiveness in emotion regulation (Schonert-Reichl, 2017). According to 

preliminary research, both initiatives were successful in fostering educators' SEL proficiency 

and wellbeing (Schonert-Reichl, 2017). Although the gains of SEL interventions are evident, 

schools must address all areas of learning, but they have few resources and are under great 

pressure to put academic excellence first (Corcoran et al., 2018). According to Kress et al. 

(2004), who have worked to develop educators in the promotion of learners' social and 

emotional abilities, found that educators frequently see initiatives to develop such skills as 

conflicting with the academic focus of their government curriculum standards. This point of 

view prevents many well-meaning educators from integrating SEL into their lesson plans 

(Kress et al., 2004).  

In the Canadian mental health system, there is an immediate need for comprehensive 

initiatives to support safe and supportive school settings as well as positive social and 

emotional development in schools (Hymel et al., 2018). Although there are various 

approaches to addressing mental health challenges, addressing the underlying causes and 

aggravating factors should be the main priority (Hymel et al., 2018). A major step towards a 

more systemic and widespread strategy for encouraging positive social-emotional 

development in schools and fostering safe and supportive school settings, is the inclusion of 

SEL in the new British Columbia school curriculum (Hymel et al., 2018). Therefore, more 

effort and interventions are needed to empower and support educators and learners to achieve 

these standards. According to Scoda et al. (2022), educators are increasingly required to be 

resilient and assist learners to also become resilient to continue developing skills that will 
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enhance their future, prepare them for the working world, and preserve everyone's wellbeing. 

This goal is supported by the incorporation of SEL in educational practices, which is an 

essential part of building resilience (Scoda et al., 2022). Educators who have access to a 

wealth of SEL resources to help them deal with professional obstacles often become more 

resilient and when they recognise this, they may assist their learners through modelling 

resilient behaviours (Scoda et al., 2022). In addition, a study conducted in the Japanese 

educational context emphasised the importance of reflecting on the value of SEL and then 

creating a SEL framework that takes into consideration the cultural and social contexts of a 

region (Smart & Sinclair, 2022). Furthermore, the same can be said for various cultural 

contexts in which SEL can be effective if it considers the nature and nuances of various 

cultures and societal standards. 

According to a longitudinal study by Hawkins et al. (2005), the effects of implementing a 

carefully constructed SEL programme in schools were evident 12–15 years later. Young 

adults who took part in the programme had improved mental health (less social anxiety and 

suicide thoughts), better jobs, and furthered their education (Hawkins et al., 2005). This 

background builds a strong case to implement SEL given the long-term impact it has on 

learners, educators and schools. 

2.4 SEL in South Africa 

SEL research in South Africa is central to understanding the dynamics of education in this 

country and the future implementation of SEL programmes in third-world countries. In South 

Africa, the Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET) has outlined three critical 

challenges in South Africa, namely, inequality, poverty and unemployment (DHET, 2016). 

This often means that policies for social protection, economic development, education and 

skills development do not align (De Lannoy et al., 2018; Lund, 2016; Spaull & Jansen, 2019). 

With ongoing challenges in the classroom environment (Leoschut & Kafaar, 2017; Maarman 

& Lamont-Mbawuli, 2017), the mental health of educators and learners is affected which 

interferes with the learners’ learning and cognitive development (Mfidi et al., 2018). In a 

study conducted by Matoti (2010), 45 educators in and around Bloemfontein expressed their 

fears and concerns about the current state of South African education. The majority of 

educators were concerned about their personal and professional future as well as the future of 

education in South Africa. Moreover, their concerns outlined the political and economic 

climate in the country, alterations in policies and the curriculum, increased rate of educator 
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attrition, unsafe school environments, poor working conditions, deteriorating quality of 

education, low educator morale, and the unprofessional behaviour of educators (Matoti, 

2010). Most of the educators in the study were educators from township schools. They 

suggested several strategies to change the current situation. For example, principals receiving 

management training, educators receiving effective professional development, educators 

being properly consulted and involved in the planning of educator development programmes, 

schools receiving better working conditions and environments, the department of education 

and schools communicating effectively and educators being supported. In a study conducted 

by Marsay (2022), educators attest to the use of social and emotional skills to improve 

academic achievement and success in the future. This study also proposes a next step in 

research, stating that it would be advisable to collaborate with educators and learners to co-

design successful interventions and formal support structures with policymakers for the 

advancement of all those involved in the learning environment (Marsay, 2022). These 

strategies, if implemented effectively, may set the foundation for South African schools to 

look beyond their current concerns and look towards programmes such as SEL programmes, 

to enhance the quality of education in South Africa. This research also paves the way for 

research that focuses on the voices of educators about the value of SEL programmes and its 

implementation in their schools to promote the mental wellbeing of educators.  

On a much larger scale, educators, other school employees and the people who work in out-

of-school environments often receive little training in how to encourage SEL skills, deal with 

peer conflict, or address other SEL-related concerns (Jones et al., 2017). In light of this, part 

of implementing SEL in South Africa should involve training educators with the skills, 

knowledge and competencies that embody social and emotional principles. This means, 

educators themselves must critically analyse and dissect the intricacies of SEL and its 

applicability in the South Africa context. It is important to highlight that SEL programmes 

have not been implemented in public schools in South Africa and more research is required to 

inform educators of the value of SEL and how they can implement it successfully in their 

teaching and school environments. It has been implemented successfully in some private 

schools, although there was no research done on the value of SEL in these schools. To 

facilitate this process of implementing SEL, training programmes can be developed to 

explain SEL and its importance, particularly in contexts where academic performance is 

prioritised over social and emotional skills.  
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In the study conducted by Jagers et al. (2019), a case is made for transformative SEL 

programmes that accommodate the diversity of educators and learners in minority 

communities in the US. This study demonstrates that by taking into consideration the 

complexities of race, culture, ethnicity and social status, SEL programmes can effectively 

promote the development of social and emotional competences for learners and educators. 

According to Jagers et al. (2019), for SEL to effectively support those from underserved 

communities – and to encourage the best developmental outcomes for all children, youth and 

adults – SEL programmes must focus on developing the knowledge, perspectives and skills 

necessary for critical examination and cooperative action to address the underlying causes of 

inequities (Jagers et al., 2019). Although this study was conducted in the US, the idea of 

tailoring SEL programmes to accommodate the minority and marginalised communities in 

spite of the concerns in the education system, gives society hope for an all-encompassing 

education programme that includes both academic, social and emotional competencies even 

in South Africa.  

In an international study conducted with European countries and four African countries: 

South Africa, Burkina Faso, Togo and Uganda by Marsay et al. (2021), educators expressed 

their perceptions on the value of SEL skills in assisting young people to successfully 

transition into the professional world of work. From all four countries, educators participated 

in surveys and interviews to describe the skills that educators are using to teach their learners 

and which skills educators feel their learners should embody to successfully transition into 

the world of work (Marsay et al., 2021). The findings revealed that despite the cultural and 

contextual difference across all four countries, common themes were identified. In all four 

nations, educators believed that the transfer to the workforce required a strong foundation in 

self-awareness, self-control, empathy and compassion, acceptance of cultural diversity, 

interpersonal relationships, decision-making, and respect (Marsay et al., 2021). Although 

none of the educators were aware of the CASEL framework, they were able to describe and 

explain several SEL skills young people needed (Marsay et al., 2021). The educators noted 

that interpersonal relationships, social awareness, self-management, positive impact on 

learning, improved educator efficacy and self-awareness were beneficial to both educators 

and learners (Marsay et al., 2021). This study provides evidence that the depths and 

complexities of SEL have not yet penetrated to the schooling system in the South African 

context, but that educators expressed the value of the skills related to the SEL interventions. 

Moreover, this study identified effective ways in which SEL programmes can be designed 
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and implemented to accommodate the cultural, societal and political contexts of these 

countries.  

In the comparative analysis study by Marsay et al. (2021), educators’ perceptions of SEL 

skills were discussed using a qualitative approach. In the first phase of the study, the 

educators’ perception of SEL skills were explored. The results indicated that out of the 68 

educators in South Africa, 31 educators stated that SEL skills were taught in their schools 

(Marsay, 2022), while 32 educators stated that SEL skills were not taught in their school and 

five educators did not answer the question (Marsay, 2022). Educators were also asked to 

report on their perceptions of which skills they believe are important in teaching learners 

more effectively. They mentioned empathy, interpersonal skills, enhanced teaching practices, 

skills to identify learning and social difficulties and creating a conducive environment for 

teaching (Marsay, 2020). According to Marsay (2020), there is an increasing number of 

young people who are vulnerable and who require access to nurturing and motivating 

learning environments so that they can acquire the necessary skills to earn a sustainable 

income and grow into thriving adults and responsible citizens (Marsay, 2020). This is true 

regardless of whether they are low-income, have a disability, or come from different racial or 

ethnic backgrounds especially in developing countries like South Africa (Marsay et al., 

2021). What is important to note in this comparative study is that although results were 

generated from three countries, the analysis of South Africa provided unique themes that 

gave testament to the adversities of educators and young people in this country. The themes 

highlighted poor conflict management, harsh childhood backgrounds, personal loss, poverty 

and illness in the narratives of the participants (Marsay, 2020). This research is important as 

it highlights the unique dynamics in South Africa that could contribute to how SEL is 

implemented and delivered to the educators and learners in schools. It is clear that there is a 

need to construct and implement a contextualised and practical model that educators can use 

in the learning environment to initiate the development and implementation of social and 

emotional skills for both educators and learners (Marsay, 2022). This model combined with 

educators’ perceptions will yield meaningful results in implementing SEL that is feasible in 

the South Africa context. 

Furthermore, researchers in South Africa conducted a SEL-based Hope-Infused Future 

Orientated intervention with juvenile sex offenders. The intervention included culturally 

appropriate activities to help the participants make realistic decisions about their future 

livelihood, as well as activities to support the notions of hope as a distinct foundation 
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(Marsay et al., 2018). The outcome of the study revealed that six out of the nine offenders 

showed an increase in hope and all the young offenders in the study stated that they learned 

more about their own strengths, values, interests and skills and were able to discuss their 

thoughts about their decision-making in the future (Marsay et al., 2018). Therefore, in 

understanding interventions conducted in South Africa, a case can be made for developing 

interventions that cultivate social and emotional skills. 

According to de Sousa Santos (2018), in understanding SEL in the South African context, we 

must be cautious of adopting theory and constructs that were developed in wealthy, 

capitalistic and western societies. Although this may be challenging for developing countries 

such as South Africa who face structural, political and financial challenges, with such 

advances in policy and funding occurring globally, private and non-profit organisations can 

start launching innovative methods to support educators in their work to implement and teach 

social and emotional skills (Mcknown, 2019). Moreover, research focusing on the 

perceptions and experiences of educators can bridge the gap to understanding SEL to 

facilitate the implementation of SEL programmes in South Africa.  

2.5 SEL Training Conducted in South Africa 

Following the devasting impact of COVID-19 on learners and educator’s mental wellbeing, 

Dr Gloria Marsay designed a programme founded on social and emotional skills to help 

educators cope during difficult times. The programme included 12 sessions that trained 

educators on Hope and SEL skills and practical experience of how to apply SEL principles 

through various activities and active participation. The outline of the content of the 12 

sessions is given in Appendix C. After identifying the challenges of South African educators, 

Dr Marsay branched into interventions that would mitigate these challenges through hope 

constructs coupled with social and emotional skills. Marsay (2020) highlighted that a 

narrative approach can be used in the African context as it uses storytelling which forms part 

of the African culture. Hence, she facilitated online Zoom sessions that served as a support 

group and training platform for educators all over South Africa. The aim of the intervention 

was to not only help educators cope in the aftermath of COVID-19 but to cultivate hope, 

wherein hope serves as a catalyst for people to overcome adversity and build their resilience 

(Marsay, 2020). After the sessions were completed, educators returned to contact learning 

and teaching post-COVID-19. To understand the impact of the training sessions they attended 

and the value of such interventions, research surrounding their experiences and perspectives 
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would highlight the need for such training programmes and the implementation of social and 

emotional constructs in future training programmes for educators.  

Therefore, this current study will focus on capturing the experiences of educators who 

attended the training conducted by Dr Gloria Marsay to understand the value of SEL in the 

South African context. This study will give a voice to educators who are the primary 

implementers of academics as well as SEL in the education system. In view of this, it will be 

important to understand whether the aims and goals of the interventions conducted by Dr 

Marsay were achieved, how it impacted the educators, the knowledge that was gained and 

how this can be transferred to the learners. 

It is essential that educators’ perceptions be considered in the development of practical 

models and interventions for SEL development in the South African context. Therefore, this 

research aims to explore the perceptions of a group of South African educators who 

participated in a SEL intervention to gain insight into the value and applicability of SEL 

training programmes in South African public schools. 

2.6 Theoretical Approach  

This research follows an ecological theory to explore how SEL programmes can impact on 

the ecological system (Härkönen, 2001). The holistic ecological approach to school-based 

intervention programmes focuses on the whole educational environment rather than the 

educators individually and stresses the role of interaction between the person and the context 

(Larsen et al., 2014). On the individual level, the SEL training can equip educators with 

knowledge, skills and motivation to implement SEL programmes in schools. This is 

facilitated through the relationship and transference of knowledge and skills between the 

trainer and the trainee which will later resemble how the educators will impart this 

knowledge to the learners. Educators’ perceptions of the training with regards to the 

knowledge they have obtained, the skills they have gained and their motivational levels to 

implement SEL programmes were explored and can be used to inform future interventions. 

On the interpersonal level, the relationship between the trainer (experts in SEL) and the 

trainee (the educators) was explored. Educators’ perceptions of their trainers provided insight 

on how the facilitation of SEL training can be improved to equip educators with SEL 

competencies. The educators’ relationships with the learners are also on this level. The 

relationship with the learners will determine how the educators can implement SEL training 

in their classes.  
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On the organisational level, institutions and organisations such as schools can draw from the 

information obtained on the individual and interpersonal level to reach more educators and 

improve the functioning of schools as organisations. The experiences and perceptions of 

educators captured in this study can be relayed back to school governing bodies and 

ultimately open the door for more educators to become familiar with SEL programmes and 

training opportunities. On the community level, the culmination of organisations can pool 

ideas and resources that can improve SEL training for educators in South Africa. According 

to Durlak (2011), there is a gap between practice and research in school-based interventions. 

Educators’ perceptions and experiences can bridge the gap by providing insights that merge 

the practicality of SEL implementation with the concrete research on SEL programmes and 

communities can be educated on SEL training and programmes. 

2.7 Summary  

This chapter outlined the definition of SEL and the core principles of SEL that form part of 

skills that educators and learners stand to benefit from. The chapter also highlighted the 

research done on the value of SEL in the educational system. Additionally, this chapter 

discussed educators as central role players for the implementation of SEL programmes and 

interventions. The research done in South Africa related to SEL was outlined as a background 

for the present study. An ecological approach was used to describe SEL interventions in 

education and will be used to interpret the results of the study. In the next chapter the 

methodology of the research done is outlined. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

3.1 Introduction 

In this chapter the research methodology is discussed. The chapter outlines the research 

design, sampling of participants and the data collection method and data analysis process. 

The ethical considerations in this study are then highlighted.  

The goal of this research is to explore the perceptions of SEL training of a group of South 

African educators who participated in a SEL intervention and to gain insight into their 

perception of the value and applicability of SEL training programmes in South African public 

schools. 

3.2 Research Design  

A qualitative research approach (Pathak et al., 2013) was used to capture the experiences and 

perceptions of the educators that have participated in SEL training. This design focuses on 

people’s experiences and how the meaning they attribute to it is distinct and has unique 

importance (Bakanay & Çakır, 2016). Moreover, a qualitative approach was used to gain a 

deeper understanding on the human experience within a given context. Phenomenology was 

used as the philosophy supporting qualitative data collection (Qutoshi, 2018). 

Phenomenology is not limited to an approach of knowing but is an intellectual engagement in 

interpretations and meaning making that is used to understand the lived world of human 

beings at a conscious level.  

3.3 Sampling of Participants 

The population for this research was educators that participated in the online SEL training 

presented through the SADAG and the CIE platform. Although many educators attended the 

sessions, only a few attended all the sessions. These educators came from various schools in 

South Africa as they volunteered to participate in the intervention advertised through 

SADAG’s website and CIE platform. Purposive sampling was used to recruit participants for 

this study. Purposive sampling involved the identification and selection of individuals or 

groups of individuals that are proficient and well-informed about a phenomenon of interest 

(Etikan et al., 2016). 

From the educators who participated in the intervention, volunteers were asked to participate 

in the interviewing process. Educators that were part of the training and are on the database 
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of SADAG and CIE were invited to participate in the research by means of an email. 

SADAG and CIE sent an email to the participants who indicated their willingness to 

participate to the researcher. The researcher then sent details of the interview process and the 

information sheet to the volunteers.  

Through this process we could not find enough educators to interview. This could be 

attributed to the fact that the training programme took place almost two years before the 

current study in 2021. Additionally, recruitment was complicated further given that the 

training programme was conducted online. This meant that educators were in different 

regions and schools all around South Africa and that they could have been experiencing 

various challenges that may have hindered them from participating in the study, such as a 

lack of data or intensive work schedules. It is also possible that educators could have moved 

or changed their contact details since the training, so that they could not be reached. To 

circumvent the challenges posed by purposive sampling, snowball sampling was added to 

recruit participants. Snowball sampling entailed that willing participants were requested to 

suggest further contacts who met the research criteria and might be willing participants, who 

in turn suggested possible additional participants (Parker et al., 2019). These methods were 

employed to recruit more participants and to maximise the number of perspectives for the 

research, given that the training was conducted some time ago. Therefore, educators 

previously trained in SEL as well as participants who had experience with SEL training were 

traced because they could provide well-informed experiences and perceptions of SEL 

training.  

The inclusion criteria for participants were 1) being educators who had previously attended 

SEL training; 2) educators who indicated that they could recall what happened in the SEL 

training; and 3) educators who were willing to take part in the interview.  

The exclusion criteria for participants excluded educators that could not recall what happened 

in the training.  

Five participants volunteered to participate in the research. Three participants were female 

and came from private schools and had experience with implementing SEL in their schools. 

Two participants were male and were involved in public schools. Qualitative research does 

not require a set number of participants as it relies on thick description and the careful 

selection of specific participants; therefore, a small number of participants who could recall 

what happened in the intervention were approached to provide quality data (Croker, 2009). 
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3.4 Procedure 

The researcher received permission from Dr Marsay, the facilitator of the training, to conduct 

the research. The SADAG and CIE database was used to recruit participants once approved 

by the research ethics committee of the University of Pretoria. When participants indicated 

their willingness to participate in the interviews via email, the researcher emailed the 

prospective participants an information sheet about the research and a consent form about a 

month before the commencement of the interview process. When consent forms were signed 

and sent back, the researcher arranged an interview time and date with the participants for 

online interviews. 

3.5 Data Collection 

The data collection method that was used was an online interview, approximately forty-five 

to sixty minutes long, using Zoom as a platform, given that this was the method used in the 

educators’ training programme. The researcher developed the interview questions and 

conducted the interviews. This method was useful for gathering subjective perceptions from 

participants, on the assumption that interviews conducted several months after SEL training 

could provide valuable information about how the educators experienced the training. 

Additionally, this method was useful as the participants were in different provinces in South 

Africa. Another advantage was that interviews could be recorded with permission of the 

participants.  

A semi-structured guide was used with a series of questions:  

1) How did you experience the SEL training?  

2) What knowledge did you have of SEL before participating in the training? 

3) How did you benefit personally from the training?  

4) Have you implemented any of these skills in your classroom or with colleagues? Please 

give details.  

5) What further skills do you need to implement SEL training in your classes in school? 

6) In your opinion should SEL training for educators be widely implemented in South 

African schools?  
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The semi-structured questions guided the interview process. Given that the participants would 

have attended the same SEL training, this provided insight into the educators’ experiences 

and perceptions as well as the value of SEL skills. The interviews were audio-recorded and 

video-recorded as per consent form with the permission of the participants and transcribed to 

be used in the data analysis. 

3.6 Data Analysis 

Data collected from the online interviews was analysed through thematic analysis (Clarke & 

Braun, 2022). According to Javadi and Zarea (2016), thematic analysis is an approach for 

extracting meaning and concepts from data and includes identification, examining and 

recording patterns or themes. The following steps described by Clarke and Braun (2022) was 

followed to conduct a thematic analysis: 

1) The researcher familiarised herself with the data through transcribing the audio data 

exactly the way the participant said it. This process has its own challenges as educators 

from different parts of South Africa have different accents and the audio was not always 

clear and eloquent. After transcribing the data, the researcher re-read the interviews and 

listened to the audio as many times as needed to identify information that stood out.  

2) The researcher generated initial codes from the data. This was done by identifying words 

and ideas that seem interesting to the researcher and organising the codes into meaningful 

groups or categories.  

3) The researcher searched for themes among the codes. When the themes were identified, 

the researcher grouped certain codes under relevant themes. This process involved 

identifying common words and opinions shared by the educators and specific words were 

used to pinpoint overlaps and commonalities between the educators.  

4) The researcher reviewed the themes that have emerged from the data. During this phase, 

the researcher focused on evaluating, refining and modifying the themes that were 

identified in the previous step.  

5) The fifth step entailed defining and naming the themes and identifying any sub-themes.  

6) The sixth and final step was producing a report that includes all the themes. The thematic 

analysis process was continued until the researcher could answer the research questions. 

Quotations were added to the themes to illustrate what educators meant and to give them 

a voice. The findings of the thematic analysis were used to derive conclusions on 
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educators’ perceptions of SEL training and the implementation of SEL training in South 

African schools.  

3.7 Quality Criteria 

The criteria to enhance the quality of data involves trustworthiness. Lincoln and Guba’s 

criteria for trustworthiness, namely: credibility, transferability, dependability, confirmability, 

and reflexivity were used to assure the quality of the data (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). 

Credibility refers to the truth of the data or the participants’ views and the interpretation and 

representation of them by the researcher (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). According to Cope 

(2014), a qualitative study is considered credible if the descriptions of human experiences are 

immediately recognised by individuals that share the same experience. This means that the 

response of the participants should be described accurately. In this research, credibility was 

ensured through the accurate transcription of the data during data collection and data analysis. 

During the transcription process, the researcher listened to the audio several times to ensure 

that the transcription was accurate.  

Transferability refers to findings that can be applied to other settings or groups (Korstjens & 

Moser, 2018). According to Korstjens and Moser (2018), transferability is ensured if the 

results of the data are meaningful to individuals who are not involved in the study and 

whether other readers can associate the findings with their own experiences. To ensure 

transferability in this research, detailed descriptions of behaviour, experiences, context and 

environment of the participants were included so that it will be meaningful for individuals 

who will read the study.  

The third criterion is dependability which refers to the constancy of data over time (Korstjens 

& Moser, 2018). To ensure dependability, the researcher followed a coding procedure in 

which data was coded separately by both the researcher and a co-coder to see if there was 

consensus. For this research, the data was coded and a co-coder was able to outline and agree 

on the codes for the data. 

The fourth criterion is confirmability which refers to the researcher’s ability to demonstrate 

that the data represents the participants’ responses and not the researcher’s biases or 

viewpoints (Cope, 2014). To ensure confirmability, participant records were meticulously 

maintained throughout the study, ensuring the preservation of research steps from the 

commencement of the study until the reporting of findings.  
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Lastly, reflexivity was used in the analysis of the data. The researcher critically self-reflected 

on her own biases and preconceptions and how this could have influenced her in the data 

interpretation (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). To ensure reflexivity, the researcher received 

guidance and supervision from her supervisor relating to the data and interpretation thereof 

by keeping a journal and notes of all feedback and meetings. 

3.8 Ethical Considerations  

The study was approved by the Humanities Ethics Committee with the reference number 

(HUM038/0922) (Appendix A). The researcher was bound to adhere to the ethical guidelines 

stipulated in the Health Professions Council of South Africa Act 56 of 1974 as well as the 

rules and regulations of the University of Pretoria. All participants gave their written consent 

to participate in the study. Data was confidential and reported anonymously with no 

identifying information according to the Protection of Personal Information Act (POPIA). 

Data obtained from the study will be kept in storage at the University of Pretoria for 10 years. 

3.9 Summary 

This chapter discussed the research methodology followed to be able to answer the research 

questions. In the next chapter, the research results are outlined.  
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Chapter 4: Results 

4.1 Introduction 

The findings of the study are presented in this chapter. During data collection, five 

participants were interviewed for the study. The participants varied in terms of the type of 

school they were from and the location of their school. Three participants were female and 

came from private schools and had experience with implementing SEL in their schools. Two 

participants were male and were involved in public schools. The educators were given 

numbers as identifying markers. The results indicate the various ways in which the educators 

were impacted by the training and their perspectives of the effectiveness of SEL training and 

possible implementation of SEL principles within the South African school system. 

From the analysis of the semi-structured interviews, guided by the two research questions in 

Chapter 1, three themes emerged, namely: 

1. SEL training. 

2. Challenges in implementing SEL. 

3. Strategies to implement aspects of SEL. 

The themes were relating to the educators’ experience of the SEL training and how they 

have benefitted from the training they received, what challenges they foresee occurring 

with the implementation of SEL in the school system as well as strategies to implement 

SEL. Each theme consisted of several interrelated sub-themes that related to the 

participants’ narrative surrounding SEL training and implementation. Table 1 presents the 

themes and sub-themes. 

Table 1 

Themes and Sub-themes 

Theme Sub-theme 

SEL training Personal benefits for educators 

Helped them in relationships with 

colleagues and school children  

Challenges in implementing SEL Relationships with children and parents 

Societal issues 

Lack of resources in school 

Academic priority 
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Theme Sub-theme 

Strategies to implement aspects of SEL 

 

Programme content 

External resources 

Time to focus on the child 

Workshops in training educators SEL skills 

Involving parents in SEL training 

Skilled educators 

Buy-in of principals and school 

management 

 

4.2 Themes and Sub-Themes 

The themes and sub-themes identified from the educators’ experience of the SEL training, 

and the implementation thereof are elaborated on, supported by extracts from the interviews. 

4.2.1 Theme 1: SEL training. The first theme describes the educators’ experience of the 

SEL training, specifically how they benefitted from the training and how it helped them with 

building relationship with other educators and school children.  

4.2.1.1 Personal benefits for educators. Educators verbalised their experience of the training 

relating to what they learned and how they benefitted from the training they received. 

Educators experienced a safe space where they experienced care and could express their 

feelings. The educators experienced the training as a reminder of the skills and knowledge 

they already had to relate to others. One educator expressed the following: 

“I think the more I went to those support group sessions and listened to other support 

group people, the better I was able to do what I'm supposed to do. It's like being 

reminded. It's not that you don't know something, but when someone says somebody 

really benefitted because they had a safe space where they could express themselves, I 

felt like I belonged. I felt like someone cared when I signed on, they were pleased to 

see me, you know.” (P1) 

The training was in the form of experiential learning where educators could experience the 

skills they were to learn. They experienced a safe space where they could share their 

experiences, observe others and learn from them. 

“They're running a session where you can feel safe enough to say how you're feeling 

and for others to listen and they're not necessarily telling you what to do, but just to 
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listen and then they say something about their lives and maybe it resonates with you. 

So, nobody is directly giving you advice, you're just observing and learning from 

others as they speak about themselves, and I think that's a great way to learn social 

and emotional skills certainly.” (P1) 

Educators benefitted from the training as it helped them individually to deal with the 

implications of the lockdown.  

“I benefitted personally because I was able to cope with the lockdown. It was a 

devastating thing. That lockdown was very bad, and we were not sure of what was 

going to happen after the country was reopened.”  

Educators explained that the training benefitted them personally because it gave them hope 

and guidance as they were equipped with SEL skills to become socially and emotionally 

aware of themselves and build resilience. One educator said that the training contributed to 

her mental health during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

“So, the training gave us hope to say things can still come back to normal in that 

sense but then even the skills on self-awareness as well as the attributes that one 

needs to have in order to be able to, to be socially aware of himself and emotionally 

aware and able now reap the benefits of social-emotional learning, things like 

persistence. Things like resilience. And things like willingness to seek help as well as 

to share help with others. So those are some of the things that we learned, and they 

were of great help to us in making us realise what we have got.” (P3) 

“Because once you have SEL in your life and those concepts, it gives you hope, and it 

gives you guidance in your life and I think people benefit from that in the times that 

we live.” (P5) 

I think that's one of the reasons why I likely did not have mental health difficulties 

myself during that time. I think it built my own resilience you know, it's a really good 

space that you can work in, and I could see the benefits of social-emotional skills in 

my own life.” (P5) 

Educators stated that the training resembled the structure of a support group. The 

environment and space created on the platform allowed educators to feel safe, heard and 

connected to other educators. They benefitted from the training as it offered them comfort 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 

 
 
 



30 

 

 

and provided them with friendly encounters with other educators. They used the training as 

time for practicing self-care, meditation and mindfulness.  

“OK, so it was an online Zoom session. And as support group leaders, we used to 

meet regularly on Fridays, and it was like a support session for the group leaders. It 

was always very comfortable and very friendly.” (P1) 

“Doctor Marsay offered like a support group for educators where they could just take 

an hour for themselves to meditate, to just be mindful, to be in that present moment. 

And I took that time as a self-care time for myself. Lockdown itself was very obviously 

from a psychological perspective, so impactful on all of us.” (P5) 

“I really felt like I belonged, like I mattered…like someone was pleased to see me, 

and that's kind of important, you know, I mean, I'm the one usually who is doing that 

to make other people feel like they're cared for and listened to. So, it was very nice to 

experience it from that point of view so on an emotional level it was, it was powerful. 

It was supportive.” (P1)  

Educators expressed that at the time, lockdown had limited educators’ interactions and put 

strain on their lives. Educators were looking for something to help them connect and interact 

with others despite the lockdown. They expressed that they experienced the training as a 

connecting session to learn and connect with other educators.  

“The fact that once a week on a Friday we had a social and support session with 

SADAG was really fantastic. It was great to hear what other people were doing. It 

was great to see people giggling and they became friends. So, it wasn't…. it wasn't so 

much a training session; it was more of a connecting session.” (P1) 

“I actually heard about Gloria's sessions on the SADAG website, and I just thought it 

might be interesting to see what she had to say because lockdown had been quite 

tough at the time, and I was just looking for some connection with other people who 

might be in a similar situation.” (P4) 

SEL training was presented through the experience of it and educators expressed their 

thoughts by sharing how the training was presented in the format of experiencing and doing. 

One educator explained her experience as follows: 
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“It reminds you that you actually don't have to give anybody any advice. You really 

have to listen more and be empathetic. So that's an example of how those sessions 

helped, by reminding me of the things that were really important.” (P1) 

4.2.1.2 The training helped them in relationships with colleagues and school children. The 

educators benefitted personally from the experience of SEL training, and it helped them in 

their relationships with colleagues and school children.  

Educators indicated that they benefitted personally, especially from the breathing exercises. 

The breathing exercises helped in bringing a more peaceful and patient attitude which helped 

in the relationship with the school children. 

“Definitely all the breathing exercises to actually sit down, take a few minutes and 

centre. To actually go through your whole body and to feel you're connected to the 

things around you in space has definitely helped and it's definitely giving me a more 

peaceful and patient attitude especially as far as my children are concerned in class.” 

(P4) 

Educators expressed that the training helped them develop self-awareness, the ability to 

control their emotions and how to show empathy to others which assisted them in their 

relationships with others.  

“What I learned about it is that it gives you the ability to control your emotions. That 

was one of the greatest one of them all. But then it also trained us on how to 

empathise with others.” (P3) 

Educators expressed that the training helped them to cope and assist other educators to cope. 

The training helped them to become aware of how to impart knowledge, share information 

and implement SEL principles. 

“We also need to become aware of the situation at schools, not only with the learners 

but also with staff as well. So, Gloria took us through that process of identifying some 

ways in which we could help educators go through this journey right.” (P2) 

“We were going through lockdown, COVID-19 lockdown and her intervention was 

mostly meant for assisting us to be able to go out and assist educators in schools. So, 

my experience with her was mostly confined to us, being prepared to go out and help 
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educators cope with the COVID-19 lockdown and general destruction that was 

caused by COVID-19.” (P3) 

An educator expressed that the training assisted in mitigating mental health challenges. They 

benefitted personally but the training enabled them to guide their colleagues and children in 

the school environment.  

“I could see the benefits of social-emotional skills in my own life, and I think it made 

me also able to guide my colleagues and even in the work that I was doing myself in 

terms of getting our children to transition back to school very effectively.” (P5)  

4.2.2 Theme 2: Challenges in implementing SEL. After the training sessions the educators 

were motivated to implement SEL skills in their relationships with colleagues and school 

children. Some were in a position to integrate these skills in their teaching, but others 

experienced a variety of challenges to do so. One educator expressed the frustration of not 

being able to implement SEL training in schools as follows:  

“But when we started going back to work, we tried to visit a few schools to introduce 

this training that we had been given, but unfortunately we could not go beyond the 

principal's office or a few people.” (P3) 

This theme describes the challenges the educators encounter in implementing SEL. 

Challenges were experienced on various levels.  

4.2.2.1 Relationships with children and parents. Some educators expressed that the 

challenges involved privacy concerns in public school settings and learner’s parents affects 

how SEL can be implemented. An educator expressed that there was no privacy to address 

the concerns of a learner in the school environment. Because of the way that schools were set 

up, information shared often did not remain private.  

“The other thing is maybe physical space or…privacy. You know, if you want to 

engage with somebody on a personal level, you don't necessarily want others to 

overhear so that could be a sort of logistical thing.” (P1) 

In addition to the lack of privacy, educators were scared to ask children about their personal 

issues as they may feel obligated to act on what they were told.  
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“I think that one of the obstacles is that the educators might feel that if somebody 

reveals a terrible situation at home to them that they might have to do something 

about it. So maybe that's another thing that you don't ask people what's going on in 

your life because maybe as an educator, you feel like you would then be responsible 

for doing something about it.” (P1) 

If children shared their problems with an educator and they had to address the issues, they 

had to involve the parents and parents were not always willing to become involved. The 

challenge was even greater if the parents were involved in the problems that the children 

experienced. The educators did not feel empowered to confront parents about conditions in 

their homes. Additionally, parents posed challenges to the implementation of SEL in the 

school environment. Educators were concerned that parents do not teach their children social 

and emotional skills and that they discipline their children in a different way. Some of the 

educators identified parents as a hindrance to implementing SEL as they may not approve of 

the principles of SEL, as it could differ from their own parenting style.  

“Maybe the parents would be quite a hindrance because they're often not on the same 

page, especially today's parent. Today's parent is very much more permissive. They 

allow a lot more and they are thinking that they're giving their children freedom and 

space, but they're actually not giving them the routine and structure that they need so 

they don't develop those good social skills that they need because their parents don't 

have them which makes it difficult.” (P4) 

“Empowering the parents because that's another huge thing that we need parents to 

buy in for social-emotional learning, to actually work.” (P5) 

4.2.2.2 Societal issues. Educators also expressed that another challenge to implementing SEL 

was the societal issues of the country that had a direct impact on the emotions and learning 

capacity of the children. Educators were concerned that if they did not intervene in the social 

challenges, they would not be able to improve the mental health of the children.  

“All these societal problems impact the emotions of children and all these have got an 

impact on the level of learning. So, if we leave it to the government, I don't think we're 

going to make it as a country.” (P3) 
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Educators highlighted that societal issues such as poverty and lack of service delivery had an 

impact on the emotional wellbeing of children. Children were aware of the issues which 

created uncertainty for them and this directly affected their social and emotional wellbeing.  

“In our country we are struggling with financial issues and service issues and that 

uncertainty of ‘Will my lights be on? Will I have water? Will I? Will there be money 

for food?’ That uncertainty, I think it’s definitely something that emotionally impacts 

children because they've far more aware that there are difficulties than they used to 

be.” (P4) 

Another educator highlighted that some schools have to prioritise physical needs as children 

were hungry. When the focus was on physical needs, the emotional needs of children were 

often neglected.  

“So how do you talk about programmes that would give you some emotional support, 

but when you know that there are children out there that's starving?” (P2) 

4.2.2.3 Lack of resources in the school. The educators expressed that while certain schools 

were well resourced, many others were poorly resourced which posed a challenge in 

implementing SEL training. Educators vocalised their concern indicating that schools were 

understaffed and could not function effectively. Educators expressed that this created the 

impression that SEL could only be implemented in private, wealthy schools.  

“You have a school with two educators. How do you expect that school to function? 

Well, so social-emotional learning becomes, I don't know what to call it, but 

something that is just for the rich and those who are in a better position.” (P3) 

4.2.2.4 Academic priority. Educators mentioned that the schools in which they worked 

challenged not only the educators but the learners who were in the school. Educators 

expressed that when schools were poorly resourced, principals often prioritised academic 

skills over other needs, which led to SEL being misunderstood or undermined and educators’ 

ability to implement SEL was compromised.  

“One of the things we suggested was that we should get the principals to go through 

this programme as well. Because when we made contact with the principals, they said 

yes, it would be useful for them. Unfortunately, when we set the time, they said we 

won't do it during school time. It'll be after school.” (P2) 
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Educators highlighted that the focus at schools was to complete and prioritise the school 

curriculum. Educators explained that there was little time available to develop SEL skills as it 

was more important in their school environments to complete the curriculum.  

“Obviously there's a place for it. You got to get through a syllabus. There's this huge 

syllabus and so much stuff to cover. Well, that comes back to the time issue again. I 

mean where? How do you know what to cover and what not to cover?” (P1) 

An educator explained that the department and district office focused mainly on academic 

work and prioritised the curriculum.  

“So even while the curriculum was watered down a bit, there was still a push from the 

department and the district office to focus on curriculum. So, principals would say 

they can't make the time. Yeah, that was a challenge…” (P2) 

Educators expressed their frustration that they were understaffed and overburdened with 

work leaving no time and space to accommodate the social and emotional needs of the 

learners.  

“I'll give you an example, as we speak now, when there's a shortage of educators, the 

learning that will happen in that situation will not be like it should be when you had 

enough educators. And those who are in service are now overburdened with work, 

which is only confined to the curriculum… how much more now to deal with social 

and emotional conditions of children? So, we are in a field which is a bit frustrating 

because we see the need, we know the good results of this programme, but it cannot 

be implemented under this condition.” (P3) 

Educators emphasised that they were overwhelmed with academic work and the government 

did not intervene, yet they expected positive outcomes.  

“Educators who should be applying it are overwhelmed by the catch-up programme. 

They are overwhelmed by the work that they've got to do with the mainstream 

curriculum and then there are fewer of them because politicians are only just saving 

money. But at the same time, they expect the best outcomes.” (P3) 

An educator highlighted that working in government school limited the discussion around 

what needed to change to implement aspect of SEL because the focus was on completing the 

syllabus.  

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 

 
 
 



36 

 

 

“If you follow a specific curriculum like in a government school, I guess you don't 

have the flexibility to actually talk about what is happening.” (P5) 

4.2.3 Strategies to implement aspects of SEL. Educators explained various strategies that 

are necessary before aspects of SEL can be implemented on a large scale in public schools.  

4.2.3.1 Programme content. One educator was so convinced of the value of SEL in schools 

that he developed his own sessions that would impart SEL knowledge to educators, school 

staff and learners.  

“So, I use those (3 principles of being a hope provider) and the book that we got then 

later on for school and developed my own sessions which goes about 30 minutes and 

45 minutes. So, I went… I developed about… I think, yeah, six sessions. I think it will 

be a tremendous tool that would really, not only develop the wellbeing of staff, but 

also even learners as well, because the staff, the educators can take it to the 

classrooms as well.” (P2) 

It is necessary to develop the content of SEL training that is culturally appropriate so that 

educators and learners will benefit from the training.  

4.2.3.2 External resources. As part of strategies to implement aspects of SEL, educators 

expressed that external resources could be used to implement emotional support in schools. 

An educator suggested that forming an alliance with psychologists to implement aspects of 

SEL could be empowering for the learners.  

“I personally enjoy working in a school, and that's why I've worked here for five 

years. A lot of psychologists want to qualify and go to private practice. They don't 

want to be caught up in a school context, and I think maybe if we got…we made it 

more of an alliance and we had our psychologists even coming in and doing 

workshops with the kids and empowering them.” (P5) 

Another educator in a private school expressed that in their school, psychologists intervened 

by engaging in talks and support groups to support learners and their parents. This strategy 

assisted with the implementation of SEL. 

“We've been very fortunate in that my principal is very forward-thinking as far as 

emotional and social stuff goes, so we actually have people come to talk to the parents 

on a regular basis, we have a couple of psychologists that we actually asked to come 
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in and give parent talks to support the parents and to show them where and what we 

are thinking is important.” (P4). 

Educators highlighted that other professionals such as psychologists and social workers could 

be helpful in addressing some of the emotional and behavioural challenges in the school. An 

educator expressed that educators often did not have the skills to deal with children’s 

emotional problems and needed input from other professionals. The educator stated her 

perspective as follows:  

“We found that learners’ emotional needs go beyond the scope of educators’ abilities. 

Other professionals are required in schools for children to cope. We need 

psychologists who are permanently available. We need social workers who are 

accessible and as you know, we've been working in some of these schools trying to 

work with social workers and you can’t find them.” (P3) 

“Education is not taken seriously by government so the private sector and other 

people who have got interest in education should take up this and start implementing 

it in institutions where they've got access and also all other people who can play a 

role in making it happen, like getting these social workers to be present in some 

centres so that they can serve the surrounding communities or psychologists or 

psychiatrists.” (P3) 

4.2.3.3 Time to focus on the child. Educators expressed that for them to implement SEL, 

they needed to be aware of their role in imparting knowledge and helping children feel seen. 

This educator expressed that it was not so much the sharing of information that was valuable, 

but the experience and feeling that educators gave to their learners that was most impactful. 

“I think the most important thing for educators is to be aware of the fact that while 

they're there to impart knowledge, it's also very important to make the children - the 

learners - feel seen. That as an educator, you feel like you should be teaching, 

sharing, telling, giving information and I think that we need to be constantly reminded 

that that's not the best way always.” (P1) 

4.2.3.4 Workshops in training educators SEL skills. Some educators explained methods that 

they employed to incorporate SEL principles in their schools. Educators also provided 

solutions to some of the challenges they mentioned. An educator suggested initiating 

workshops in their schools as part of implementing SEL.  
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“The main focus of that is doing workshops where we try to convince educators and 

staff to move away from the punitive route to restorative processes - practice. Yeah, 

so that's, that also helps with the social-emotional learning.” (P2) 

One educator highlighted that for the implementation of SEL in schools, material resources 

were of minimal significance while emotions and sharing these emotions played a much 

bigger role.  

“And of course, the programme itself doesn't call for much resources. No. So you're 

not looking at textbooks and laptops and tablets and all that. No, it's about your 

emotion, how you're feeling and things like that. So, the sharing and discussions that 

emanate from these things.” (P2) 

4.2.3.5 Involving parents in SEL training. Educators also shared the strategies they were 

using in their own schools (private schools that implement aspects of SEL) such as engaging 

with parents to teach them skills that could enhance their children’s lives.  

“So, we've actually just recently done a talk for our parents on routine and discipline. 

So that is what was called loving discipline so teaching the children to make choices 

correctly and have good manners and those little routine things that parents maybe 

don't know because their parents haven't taught them, yeah.” (P4) 

Another educator emphasised that empowering the parents of the learners could be a strategy 

to get them to buy in to the benefits of SEL.  

“Empowering the parents because that's another huge thing that we need parents to 

buy in for social-emotional learning, to actually work.” (P5) 

4.2.3.6 Skilled educators. Some educators (mostly from private schools) explained that they 

were already incorporating SEL in their school. They also highlighted that part of being an 

SEL educator was modelling the SEL principles to the learners as they may not see or 

experience these principles outside the school environment. 

“We are using social-emotional skills and skill development all the time and I would 

say that it's probably… I don't have a specific time set aside for it because it's just 

every moment of every day and showing the children and then role modelling or 

modelling from my side exactly how I want them to be modelled, because they might 

not have that from their parents.” (P4) 
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One educator expressed that any educator had the capacity to implement SEL. She 

emphasised that SEL embodied skills that educators already knew that only needed to be 

reinforced. 

“But I think any educator would have the ability to teach this. It's not some, it's skills 

we know it's just something we are reinforcing, for example, also let's say most 

communication skills like, say for example, how to speak in a more polite manner, 

manners, whole body listening, those kinds of things are skills that you need to 

reiterate at school.” (P5) 

4.2.3.7 Buy-in of principals and school management. Educators expressed that obtaining the 

buy-in of principals and school management could be a strategy towards implementing SEL. 

Educators suggested that if principals and school management participated in SEL training, 

SEL programmes could be successful.  

“So, I think for impact at school, it's crucial that the principal and the school 

management teams have buy in because I think the success of the programme can 

only be felt through going through the experience, through the involvement of the 

management of the school, that being, not only the principal, but also other members 

of the SMT as well.” (P2) 

“Aside from getting buy-in from the principals and the school management team, we 

need to go to the department. You know, to the provincial education departments and 

the district officers.” (P2) 

4.3 Conclusion 

This chapter provided an overview of the perspectives of the educators who participated in 

the SEL training on the SADAG platform related to their experience of the specific SEL 

training and how to implement SEL at school level. The results are discussed in chapter 5. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion of Findings 

5.1 Introduction 

A group of South African educators who participated in an SEL training intervention were 

interviewed to explore their perceptions of the training and their perceptions of the value and 

applicability of SEL training programmes in South African schools. From the analysis of data 

of the five educators from both public and private schools, three themes were identified. The 

discussion examines the experiences of educators during the training and how they benefitted 

from the training as well the challenges they experienced in their efforts to implement SEL 

strategies in their schools. Lastly, the resources required to support SEL educators are 

discussed as various resources in the form of professionals, interventions and skills 

development are outlined.  

5.2 Discussion on SEL training 

This study explored the experiences educators had of the SEL training presented to them via 

Zoom during the COVID-19 pandemic and how they personally benefitted from it. During 

the COVID-19 pandemic, educators expressed that they had gone through challenging times. 

They expressed that the standard working procedures they used before had to change to 

accommodate the COVID-19 lockdown. The devastating event meant that educators’ ability 

to cope was tested and they felt that they were not coping both emotionally and logistically as 

schools were closed and teaching and learning moved to virtual platforms (for some schools 

with the facilities). The online SEL training educators were invited to attend, provided a 

platform for educators to hear what other educators were going through and offered them a 

space to feel comfortable and safe. Educators met once a week, they were exposed to SEL 

skills experientially and were able to connect with each other and form friendships. 

Educators’ experience of the training resembled that of a support group wherein educators 

felt that they were noticed, listened to and appreciated by other educators and where they 

were offered a safe space that helped them to express themselves. Educators’ experience of 

the training allowed them to feel like they belonged, and they felt that someone cared about 

them. They commented on how educators were attentive in listening and observing each 

other, which was a great way of learning social and emotional skills. The way the educators 

were trained in SEL skills through experiential learning made them aware of how to transfer 

these skills and put them into practice (Berg et al., 2021). Educators also benefitted from the 
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training because the skills they learned and experienced assisted them to cope with the 

COVID-19 lockdown. Additionally, they gained skills to approach their colleagues and 

learners when they went back to school again. 

In similar studies, educators were able to share various forms of online emotional support 

with other educators after joining an online educators’ group (Chung & Chen, 2018; Hart & 

Steinbrecher, 2011; Kelly & Antonio, 2016). In some studies, educators would participate in 

online social exchanges for various reasons which include, sharing emotions, idea 

exploration, combatting educator isolation, use of online surroundings and experiencing a 

sense of camaraderie (Hur & Brush, 2009). Educators in this study had similar experiences 

which included relaxation, meditation and mindfulness activities which educators reported 

became a moment of self-care and reduced isolation during lockdown. Although the training 

was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, the experience of educators on the online 

platform and the support structure it created for the educators was significant. A study 

conducted by Chung and Chen (2018) proposed that sharing social support with other 

educators on online support groups could provide benefits for educators. This links to the 

educators in this study who felt connected and supported when engaging in the online 

training sessions. Educators in this study benefitted significantly as they felt that the sessions 

did not feel like training, but more of a connecting session. The reward for participating in 

educator online platforms was that educators received emotional support, higher levels of 

confidence and improved problem-solving skills (DeWert et al., 2003).  

In an analysis of 52 empirical studies of both formally organised and unofficially produced 

online educator communities conducted over a span of twenty years, the consensus was that 

online communities can be a valuable tool for creating supportive and collaborative 

professional practices (Lantz-Andersson et al., 2018). Therefore, structuring SEL training in 

the form of a support group allows educators to experience firsthand the significance of SEL 

as such skills can be deduced and observed in these online platforms, making it easier for 

educators to model these principles to their learners. Therefore, support groups, training 

groups and online communities serve as resources for educators to use in their journey to 

implementing SEL. 

The goal of their training is for educators to gain the ability to implement social and 

emotional skills in their schools. What the training did for educators, was to allow them to 

experience social and emotional values and principles so that they could be the vessels of 
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implementing SEL. This meant that the training gave the educators the knowledge and skills 

of SEL by allowing them to experience and observe the engagement, connection and how 

social and emotional information can be communicated to cultivate social and emotional 

skills. The educator’s experience of feeling seen, feeling that they belonged and mattered was 

important for them. Educators reported that they often found themselves being the person 

who made sure that others felt like they were cared for and listened to. Being in the training 

sessions and experiencing the care and attentiveness of others made them feel supported and 

left a great emotional impact. The skills cultivated in the educators training were self-

awareness and self-management wherein the training allowed educators to become more 

aware of how to impart knowledge and share information when implementing SEL 

principles. Educators who attended the SEL training believed that they were able to assist 

other educators in schools to cope with the challenges imposed by the lockdown. The 

educators’ experiences align with similar studies highlighting the important role and use of 

SEL skills in human development, academic success and overall wellbeing of educators, 

including skills to effectively cope with stressors such as those imposed by COVID-19 

(Zieher et al., 2021; Zolkoski et al., 2021)  

Educators indicated that the training gave them hope and created a sense of self-awareness 

which helped them become more aware of their emotional status. A survey of 455 

participants in a US study indicated that educators experienced an increase in symptoms of 

anxiety and depression between March 2020 and February 2021 and most were seeking 

mental health support (Cohen-Fraade & Donahue, 2022). This highlights the value that SEL 

training may contribute to alleviate symptoms and cultivate well-being among educators as 

they expressed that the training helped them to improve their mental health. Therefore, 

cultivating awareness about one’s own mind and the present moment can lead to a reduction 

in anxiety, an increase in positive emotions and interaction as well as other psychological and 

emotional advantages (Weinstein et al., 2009).  

The training reminded them of their role to assist and help in the development of learners. 

Educators believed that the training also helped them to guide their colleagues and their 

learners to transition back to school after the lockdown. They referred to their own work and 

projects that they implemented after the training to support other educators who could then 

transfer it to the learners. This highlights the importance of educators’ knowledge of the SEL 

framework and competencies to identify learners who display low social and emotional 

competences and work towards improving their learners’ social and emotional skills (Ee & 
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Cheng., 2013). Educators play an important role in fostering the social and emotional 

competencies of their learners; therefore, their experience of the training is important so that 

they can effectively infuse SEL into the classroom context (Ee & Cheng, 2013).  

Educators emphasised that the breathing exercises played a significant role in cultivating a 

more peaceful and patient attitude especially relating to their interaction with learners in the 

class. These breathing exercises used in this training are similar to mindfulness-based 

educator professional development programmes that are designed to target educators’ stress 

and social and emotional capacity in the classroom context (Henriksen & Gruber, 2022). 

Breathing exercises as part of mindfulness techniques are not only beneficial in enhancing 

educator’s wellbeing but also in reducing psychological distress and improving the quality of 

classroom interactions (Jennings et al., 2020). Educators benefitted from the training as they 

were able to mitigate mental health difficulties and build their own resilience which helped 

them see the value of enhanced social and emotional skills in their own lives.  

5.3 Challenges in Implementing SEL 

Educators saw the benefit of SEL and were motivated to implement SEL in schools but 

experienced various challenges with applying SEL principles in their schools. Educators 

expressed that there was no privacy to address the concerns of the learners in the school 

environment. They explained that the manner in which the schools were set up meant that 

confidential information often did not remain private. This hindered educators from effecting 

change in their learner’s emotional wellbeing given that confidentiality was limited. 

Educators seem to be afraid to ask about children’s issues as they could feel obligated to act 

on what they are told by the learners. This meant that educators often avoided such 

engagements with their learners, thus limiting educator’s understanding of their learners’ 

challenges and needs.  

Another challenge faced by educators stemmed from the relationships with learners’ parents. 

Educators were concerned that parents did not teach their children social and emotional skills 

and that they disciplined their children in a different way. Educators noted that some parents 

were permissive which meant they were responsive to their children, but lacked structure, 

rules and discipline. These types of parents often did not have the ability to impart social or 

emotional skills to their children, which meant the children were not given the routine and 

structure needed to develop social and emotional skills. Children with permissive parents 

were often immature and struggled to control their impulses and became disrespectful and 
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rebellious when asked to do something that contradicted their current inclinations (Joseph & 

John, 2008). They were also unduly demanding and reliant on adults, and they demonstrated 

less perseverance in their school activities than youngsters whose parents exercised greater 

control (Joseph & John, 2008). For educators, parents’ influence and parenting style in the 

home environment made it challenging to apply social and emotional skills because the 

primary caregivers were not always equipped with these. With this in mind, educators who 

are resilient and empowered could establish better relations with the parents and collaborate 

with them (Addi-Raccah & Ainhoren, 2009). Moreover, empowered educators can empower 

parents to incorporate social and emotional skills at home which will strengthen the alliance 

between educators and parents in instilling social and emotion competencies in their children.  

Furthermore, the societal issues of the country have a direct impact on the emotions and 

learning capabilities of children. This resonates with what Matoti (2010) highlighted in the 

literature review when describing the state of education in South Africa. The South African 

primary, secondary and tertiary education systems have long faced significant obstacles, 

including overcrowding in classrooms, a lack of learner support materials, unclean water, 

inadequate and unhygienic bathroom facilities, mediocre education and a lack of support, 

particularly in underprivileged areas (Maree, 2022). Moreover, societal issues such as 

loadshedding which are driven by corruption and ineffective policies continue to affect 

development and economic growth in the country (Mlambo, 2023). This is a challenge for 

educators because they are constantly faced with challenges beyond their control and do not 

have any influence on how society impacts their learners. Educators expressed their concern 

indicating that if they do not intervene, no change will be implemented. Educators 

highlighted that children are more aware of the financial and societal issues in their 

environment, and this creates uncertainty and impacts the children negatively. Educators 

reported that the quest to integrate social and emotional skills is often hindered by schools 

that prioritise the academic needs of the children above their emotional needs. Therefore, 

educators need to prioritise engaging and talking about emotions amid other psychological 

challenges the children may be experiencing to develop and strengthen the children’s 

emotional and social competencies (Cahill & Dadvand, 2020).  

Another challenge the educators experience is that schools, especially public schools, are 

under-resourced and understaffed and do not function efficiently and effectively. Educators 

expressed that this created the impression that SEL could only be implemented in private, 

wealth schools. Although educators acknowledged the benefits of SEL programmes, the 
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difficulty of implementing SEL increased because of the shortage of educators. Literature 

outlines that educators are the primary implementers of SEL in schools (Hunter et al., 2022) 

and if their presence in schools is lacking, their ability to initiate change is limited.  

Educators play an important role in influencing whether and how this international vision for 

education will be accomplished (Jennings et al., 2020). With this in mind, educators reported 

that in addition to the shortage of educators in schools, the schools in which they work as 

well as the education authorities prioritise academic skills over the emotional and social 

skills. This leads to SEL being misunderstood and undermined which compromises the 

educators’ ability to implement SEL. Educators understand that these abilities can be taught; 

they want schools to prioritise incorporating such development into the curriculum, 

instruction and school culture; and they believe that learner learning requirements should 

reflect this priority (Bridgeland et al., 2013). Educators reported that implementing SEL in 

schools is possible. However, the curriculum and workload overshadow the implementation 

of SEL skills. Educators explained that the Department of Education and the district offices 

focus mainly on academic work and prioritise completing the curriculum. Given the ongoing 

crisis in the South African education system and continuous changes in the curriculum, this 

puts a burden on educators (Du Plessis & Letshwene, 2020). For educators, whether they 

agree with this or not, they often do not have a platform or even time to discuss the needs of 

the children, what is happening in the classroom and the issues of the school environment. 

Educators highlighted that the government did not intervene, yet they expected positive 

outcomes. This resulted in educators feeling frustrated and overwhelmed and, in this climate, 

the social and emotional needs of children to prepare them for the future were thus not 

addressed. 

5.4 Discussion on Strategies to Implement Aspects of SEL 

Educators acknowledged the value of SEL in their schools and highlighted various strategies 

to implement SEL. Educators who had an interest in contributing to the body of knowledge, 

developed their own sessions that would impart SEL knowledge and information to other 

educators, school staff and learners. This highlights the educators’ positive attitude towards 

SEL and their desire to see it not only in theory but in practice. In addition to creating content 

for SEL programmes, educators explained that part of the strategies to implement aspects of 

SEL should include making use of external resources to support the emotion needs of 

learners. Educators suggested forming alliances with psychologists to empower the learners. 
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When imparting these abilities to learners, an educator’s own SEL competencies are crucial 

(Ferreira et al., 2020). Educators, particularly from private schools explained that in their 

schools, psychologists intervened by engaging in talks and support groups to support not only 

the learners, but their parents as well. Educators continually emphasised that the role of 

implementing SEL requires a multidisciplinary team of professionals such as psychologists 

and social workers to address some of the emotional and behavioural challenges in the 

school. This is important as the educators would benefit from acquiring training and support 

from a variety of professionals to cope with the present academic expectations and enhance 

learner’s social and emotional competencies (Buchanan et al., 2009). Educators expressed 

that the learners’ emotional needs go beyond the scope of educators’ abilities and emphasised 

that other professionals are required in schools to help learners cope.  

Educators in similar studies conducted in the Republic of Ireland felt that support from other 

staff members in raising awareness for SEL and delivering the programme would be crucial 

to the programme’s long-term viability (Dowling & Barry, 2020). Furthermore, educators in 

the United States reported various other individuals from whom they would be willing to 

receive support (Buchanan et al., 2009). In this current study, one of the educators from a 

private school reported that her principals’ understanding of SEL led to the involvement of 

psychologists in the school. The psychologists engaged parents on what was important for 

them to assist the educators as well as their own children. This relates to studies in the United 

States that found that when supported by leaders from the district level, principals felt more 

confident in their capacity to implement SEL with better learner outcomes (Gimbert et al., 

2023). It is now widely understood that the responsibility for social and emotional education 

is not solely a family obligation as it has been historically, but rather a school-

home/community cooperation (Bernard et al., 2017; DePaoli et al., 2017).  

With growing recognition of the need to incorporate SEL into daily instructional 

programmes, this presents an exciting opportunity for school psychologist to redefine and 

reinvent their roles (Ross et al., 2002). Involving other professionals opens the door for SEL 

to be a community collaboration to support educators who should be the primary 

implementers of SEL. 

Through the training, educators learned that it is not so much the sharing of information that 

is valuable, but the experience and feeling that the educators give their learners what is most 

valuable. This highlights that a key strategy to implementing SEL is to focus on the 
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educator’s role in imparting knowledge and helping the children feel seen and accepted. This 

will require educators to model social and emotional skills in their teaching by being aware of 

their own emotions and behaviour. This can be cultivated though workshops to train and 

equip educators with SEL skills. Educators identified workshops as a valuable tool to address 

educators’ attitudes and behavioural techniques from punitive methods to restorative 

processes that promote SEL principles.  

In a study in the United States, 112 educators received training in a mindfulness-based SEL 

intervention (Kim et al., 2021). This programme encouraged educators to embrace trauma-

sensitive attitudes with their learners and reduce educator’s burnout (Kim et al., 2021). This 

study showcases how workshops and interventions incorporating SEL can be beneficial to 

educators. Educators agreed that focusing on emotions and sharing emotions could have a 

greater impact even when material resources were unavailable. Educators noted that what 

was crucial to SEL implementation was not the material components of learning such as 

textbooks and laptops but more of the emotional experiences of people and discussing these 

experiences. When educators fail or lack the pedagogical and social-emotional resources to 

effectively manage their emotions and behavioural challenges in their classrooms, learners 

display lower levels of on-task behaviour and low performance which can cause educators to 

be more frustrated and emotionally exhausted (Gimbert et al., 2023). To avoid educators’ 

emotional distress, educators need to be trained and given the knowledge and skills they need 

to effectively implement SEL. 

In addition to workshops to train educators, educators see value in strategies to involve 

parents in SEL training. Educators shared how in some private schools, they had talks with 

parents regarding the children’s routines and discipline methods. This aided in addressing the 

challenges presented by parents who might not have social and emotional skills; training 

them helped to equip them with these skills. In the event that parents adopted this way of 

parenting and engaging with their children, they were more likely to transfer these skills to 

their children. In a study of American public schools, educators and parents agreed that SEL 

was a strategy that could develop the child holistically (Atwell et al., 2021). This is valuable 

because this means the responsibility to model social and emotional competencies is not left 

to educators alone. In most private schools, educators explained how they were modelling 

SEL principles to their learners as they were aware that their learners might not always see or 

experience these principles outside of the school environment. The goal therefore was to 

demonstrate social and emotional skills in the school environment in the hope that learners 
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would also embody these skills and model them outside the school environment and in their 

future endeavours.  

To impart these skills, it is important to understand that teaching social and emotional skills 

calls for a unique combination of abilities and information that standard classroom instructors 

may not always possess. To influence behaviour, educators need to be well-versed in child 

and adolescent development as well as understanding learning styles and behaviour 

modification techniques (Ross et al., 2002). Additionally, educators need to be skilled in 

facilitating conversations on sensitive subjects such as controlling one's anger, using 

violence, fostering good relationships, substance abuse, sexuality and risky behaviour (Ross 

et al., 2002). Unfortunately, educators’ preparation programmes often fail to train educators 

on SEL curriculum and effective teachings strategies (Zolkoski et al., 2021).  

Therefore, educators are aware that any educator has the capacity to implement SEL as these 

skills are principles that the educators already know, they need only to be reinformed and 

cemented into educators’ ideology. Additionally, educators reflected on the idea that the 

training sessions were reminding them of the things that are important, which are being 

listened to and showing empathy towards others. In another study in Finland, Talvio et al. 

(2013) found that when educators started to build their own social interaction skills, such as 

expressing their feelings constructively, their willingness to apply SEL skills increased, 

maladaptive methods of engaging reduced, and educators began to consider how to grow 

their learners' autonomy. This indicates that providing the resources of skills development 

and imparting knowledge of SEL to educators is necessary for SEL implementation. 

Educators must acknowledge how their own behaviour models SEL principles and 

competencies as their learners will be observing their educators (Jennings et al., 2020) This 

means, educators must carefully observe their behaviour to ensure that it supports their aims 

and teaching objectives (Jennings et al., 2020). Therefore, developing an educator’s own 

social and emotional skills is crucial as these skills equip educators to handle learner 

behaviour, cultivate relationships with learners, efficiently oversee classes, model these skills 

which are associated with reduction in educator’s burnout (Murano et al., 2019).  

Finally, for any strategy to be implemented, there needs to be buy-in from the principals and 

school management. As authority figures and primary decision-makers in the school 

environment, educators expressed that buy-in from these entities is essential to implementing 

SEL. Educators indicated that a barrier to SEL implementation is political dynamics relating 
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to how the government presents the idea that they are delivering quality education when in 

the experience of educators, there are significant deficits. To counter this challenge, educators 

propose that principals and school management should go through the experience of what 

SEL encompasses (like the training they experienced) to become more involved in its 

implementation. Moreover, leaders in education should invest in building a shared 

understanding of SEL and the ability to interpret its principles, while considering how these 

indicators shape the understanding and use of SEL (Marsh & Kennedy, 2020).  

Educators believe that school management teams are one level; however, buy-in is also 

essential from the provincial departments of education and the district officers. With 

educators and other school staff including the principal, school governing bodies and the 

districts, SEL programmes could consistently yield positive results if these entities play their 

role effectively when implementing SEL, as this will ensure positive outcomes for learners 

(Mahoney et al., 2018). Similar research indicated that state, district and school leaders 

should consider making SEL implementation a priority (Kendziora & Yoder, 2016). This 

would include putting in place regulations, standards, and guidelines to help educators and 

administrators incorporate SEL into the curriculum (Kendziora & Yoder, 2016). 

5.5 Theoretical reflections 

An ecological framework guided this research. According to Durlak (2011) a broad 

ecological perspective can assist in enhancing our understanding of a programme’s effects. In 

view of this, an ecological perspective could highlight how educators’ SEL training may 

permeate various levels of society. The ecological perspective embraces the individual, 

interpersonal, organisational, community and policy levels (Zavelevsky & Lishchinsky, 

2020). The holistic ecological approach to school-based intervention programmes focuses on 

the whole educational environment rather than the educators individually and stresses the role 

of interaction between the person and the context (Larsen et al., 2014). The educators in this 

study highlighted the factors and challenges that they encounter when interacting with 

learners and their parents and the school and district leadership and how all these entities are 

constantly interacting with each other, often posing a challenge to educators as to how they 

can attain SEL skills and ultimately implement these skills.  

On the individual level, the training equipped educators with some knowledge, skills and 

motivation to implement SEL programmes in schools. Educators’ perceptions of the training 

with regard to the knowledge they had obtained, the skills they had gained and their 
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motivational levels to implement SEL programmes indicated that educators see value in SEL 

and could use these skills for future implementations. On the interpersonal level, the 

relationship between the trainer (scholars and experts in SEL) and the trainee (the educators) 

was explored by looking at how the educators experienced and benefitted from the training. 

The facilitation of SEL training equipped educators in SEL competencies. Because of the 

reciprocal nature of interaction between levels of a system, the motivation of the trained 

educators could influence colleagues and the principal, and they could advocate for the need 

and value of implementing SEL.  

On the organisational level, institutions, and organisations such as schools play a fundamental 

role on the individual and interpersonal level to support more educators and improve the 

functioning of schools. Once the organisational level is functional and schools address the 

factors that affect SEL implementation, it may influence the policy level wherein the 

government can make policy and curriculum changes that will incorporate SEL and support 

the educators who are the primary implementers of SEL.  

5.6 Contribution of the Study 

The experiences and perceptions of educators captured in the study can be relayed back to 

school governing bodies and ultimately open the door for more educators to become familiar 

with SEL programmes and training opportunities. On the community level, the combination 

of organisations can pool ideas and resources that can improve SEL training for educators in 

South Africa. According to Durlak (2011), there is a gap between practice and research in 

school-based interventions. Educators’ perceptions and experiences can bridge the gap by 

providing insight that merges the practicality of SEL implementation with the theoretical 

research on SEL programmes, and communities can be educated on SEL training and 

programmes.  

On the policy level, the government oversees school curriculums and educator training 

programmes. Challenges faced by educators can be attributed to school structures, local 

communities and educational authorities, hence a country like South Africa can reap massive 

social and economic benefits from investing in education (Du Plessis & Mestry, 2019). 

Investing in policies that take into consideration educators’ experiences and perceptions of 

training programmes will be a step closer to addressing fundamental gaps in educator training 

and education programmes. By exploring educators’ perceptions, other educators and 

important role players such as school psychologists will have an opportunity to understand 
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what educators require to be effective implementers of SEL. Additionally, other educators 

may use these experiences to self-reflect and consider any evidence of their learners’ social 

and emotional skills development with the goal of facilitating meaningful SEL in schools 

(Martinson et al., 2020). As educators are responsible for modelling SEL skills and 

competencies to learners, by investing time and resources in training the educators, we also 

invest in the future of the learners. The views and perspectives captured in this study can 

therefore have a ripple effect on how impacting one part of the system can benefit the whole 

system and effect change in society’s social and emotional values and skills. Despite the 

limitations of the qualitative approach, the principles presented in this study may lead to 

theory development surrounding SEL, further empirical research, and creative practice that 

may be used internationally to promote equal access to social-emotional learning training for 

educators and programming for learners worldwide. 

5.7 Limitations of the Study  

An important limitation of the study was that it was conducted two years after the SEL 

training was presented to educators which may have affected the results as the perceptions of 

educators may have shifted due to the circumstances after COVID-19. Furthermore, because 

the training was conducted two years ago only a small number of the original participants 

could be reached and volunteered to be interviewed. The small number of participants was 

the most important challenge in this research. With more interviews, it would have been 

possible to obtain a wider perspective.  

Additionally, given that the training was structured as a support group for educators and did 

not have a formal framework to educate educators on SEL competencies, it is challenging to 

outline what competencies the educators gained and how they are implementing these skills 

two years after the training.  

5.8 Recommendations for Future Research 

Future research should focus on a few narrower questions, such as what type of programme is 

most effective for promoting which specific SEL skills and attitudes in the short and long 

term, which programmes would benefit which learner groups, and what specific components 

of each programme account for its effects. Furthermore, we need to do research on the 

implementation, wide-scale distribution, ongoing monitoring, improvement, and 

sustainability of SEL programmes that have shown initial benefits (Mahoney et al., 2018). 
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For example, how can we improve schools' ability to implement and analyse SEL 

programmes? How can we effectively connect educational policy and financing so that more 

schools can provide SEL programmes?  

From a South African perspective, SEL can still be considered an international programme 

that is more feasible in affluent and well-resourced schools and organisations. A top-down 

approach to implementing SEL would be beneficial to educators if government structures, 

including the Minister of Education and school governing bodies, can initiate programs and 

workshops that teach educators about SEL. Educators can also be encouraged to implement 

activities and programs in their classrooms that align with SEL principles. By obtaining the 

buy in of leaders and authoritative figures in the education system, SEL and its benefits may 

filter through to the principals, educators and to the learners. With educators being the vessel 

in which SEL can be implemented in the South African context, support from other 

professionals such as psychologists and social workers to train educators on SEL will serve as 

a catalyst to understanding and implementing SEL. Therefore, the more information and 

knowledge is shared about what SEL is and how it can benefit learners and educators and 

society at large, the more likely it will be for SEL training programmes and interventions to 

be developed and implemented in a sustainable way. 

5.9 Conclusion 

This research aimed to explore the perceptions of a group of South African educators who 

participated in a social and emotional intervention, to gain insight into their perceptions of the 

value and applicability of SEL training programmes in South African schools. Educators 

serve as important role models for children's social and emotional development in the school 

setting because children learn these skills by observing and interacting with adults, including 

educators. Educators encourage the development of prosocial behaviours by modelling social 

and emotional competence; therefore, how educators are trained in SEL will impact the way 

in which SEL is implemented in schools. Educators’ narratives of SEL implementation in 

South African schools highlight the challenges of our education system. However, the 

educators’ narratives also emphasise the applicability of SEL in schools and possible ways of 

supporting educators to circumvent some of the current challenges. With growing interest in 

social and emotional competencies, educators’ own social and emotional wellbeing, 

competencies and perspectives should take priority as educators are the fulcrum of 

developing social and emotional skills in schools.  
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Appendix B: Informed Consent 
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Appendix C: Teacher’s Training Schedule 

Teachers’ Recharge Diary   

 Session SEL Skills 
3 June 

 

Hope meditation on planets 

 

Self-awareness 

Relationship Building and 

Communication  

10 June 

 

Hope meditation on Social Support 

 

Social awareness 

17 June 

 

Relaxation techniques from Anxiety and 

Phobia Workbook 

 

Self-Management 

 

24 June 

 

Hope meditation for survival  The bridge 

 

Self-Management 

1 July Maslow’s hierarchy of needs  

preschooler….red flags 

 

Social Awareness 

Responsible Decision Making  

8 July   Maslow’s hierarchy of needs  primary school 

and adolescents red flags 

 

Social Awareness 

Responsible Decision Making 

15th July   

 

Load shedding   options for coping with 

difficult relationships 

Relationship building and 

communication 

22nd July 

 

Navigating a storm survival techniques….and 

storm meditation 

Self-management  

Responsible decision making  

29th July Self-compassion Being in the present Eckhart 

Tolle page 19……meditation for being in the 

now 

Self-Awareness 

Self-management 

Social awareness 

 

5th August Holding anxiety Self-awareness 

Self-management 

Responsible decision making  

12th August Break  

19th August Break  

26th August June Manala  

2nd  

September 

Coping with difficult relationships Relationship building and 

communication  

Responsible Decision Making  

30th 

September  

Feedback and Wrap up   
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Appendix D: Confirmation of Professional Editing 
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