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Abstract 

The objective of this study was to investigate educators’ understanding of the right to 

human dignity within a school context. A sample of principals, deputy principals, 

senior teachers, HODs and educators from four different schools in one Education 

District in Mpumalanga Province, South Africa participated in this study. The study 

was motivated by the increasing number of cases that have been reported on the 

infringement of the learners’ right to human dignity which includes rape, sexual 

abuse, harassment, bullying and assault of learners in South African schools. A 

qualitative case study was conducted using interviews and document analysis to 

gather data. The conceptual framework was based on the interpretation and 

implementation of the right to human dignity. The study provided insight into what 

educators think of the concept of human dignity and what they do or fail to do 

regarding the promotion and protection of the right. Most participants perceived the 

right to human dignity as a basic right and related it to integrity and respect. 

However, there were also misconceptions about the concept. Some educators 

lacked an understanding of the right to dignity which had negative consequences on 

their classroom practice. This gave rise to infringements and violations of the right to 

human dignity of the learners as reported in this study. Name-calling, ridiculing and 

degrading of learners and character assassination were common experiences. The 

findings of this study also revealed a lack of clear guideline for educators to use in 

the promotion and protection of the right to human dignity. The findings indicate the 

necessity to conduct more school-based research on human rights that will open 

dialogue on how to integrate rights in teaching and learning activities. Educators do 

not seem to know how to interact with the learners in positive and constructive ways 

in their schools within the confines of the Constitution. This study supports the 

findings of Serame and others which call for a culture of humanity and accountability 

in South African schools. 

Key words: Human dignity, rights, protection, promotion, infringement, educators, 

learners. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY 

1.1 Introduction   

In 1994 South Africa adopted a democratic Constitution (RSA, 1996). The new 

Constitution includes the Bill of Rights which guarantee the rights of individuals: 

some of which are considered basic rights, namely human dignity, equality and 

freedom as stated in Section 7 (1)  (Pillay, 2014). In ancient Roman times the 

concept  ‘human dignity’  was associated with honour and respect given to a person 

worthy of a particular status (McCrudden, 2008; Kruss, 2001).Today human dignity is 

acknowledged as a Constitutional value in understanding human rights, including 

equality and other rights and refraining from treating people in any unacceptable 

way, (Al-Daraweesh, 2013). Dayton and Dupre (2009) affirm that the right to human 

dignity is seen as a legitimate aspect of individuals of crucial importance and should 

be viewed as a basic human right. McCrudden (2008) further asserts the importance 

of the right to human dignity as founded upon the requirements of the Constitution 

which means the right must be appreciated and secured. Human dignity is 

proclaimed in national Constitutions and it is also both centre and root for other rights 

in their interpretation (Botha, 2009). Human dignity is considered to be the highest 

value and is the anchor, providing the limitation to other existing human rights 

(Reyneke, 2011). The South African Schools Act (RSA, 1996) is consistent with the 

Constitution of South Africa (RSA, 1996) that was legislated to create a platform for 

establishing a culture of respect for the learner’s right to human dignity. This 

legislative provision was specifically made to safeguard the learner’s right to human 

dignity.  The right to human dignity is branded an essential concept in the education 

fraternity and has become a great concern in the arena of public education (Serame, 

Oosthuizen, Wolhuter & Zulu, 2013). In schools, the right to human dignity suggests 

equal worth and esteem for the wishes of educators, learners, officials and all who 

are concerned about educational matters (De Waal & Serfontein, 2014). 

South African educational leaders and stakeholders are faced with the formidable 

challenge of providing an environment where human dignity as a right is clearly 

understood, adequately promoted and protected (Joubert, De Waal & Rossouw, 

2004).  
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The legislative framework provided to promote and protect human dignity, requires 

educators to understand how to use and implement its contents within a school 

context.  Studies by Lindner, Hartling and Spalthoff, (2011) and Hammett and 

Staeheli (2011) focused on general issues regarding human rights; however, only a 

few studies have specifically addressed the issue of human dignity at school level. 

Hence a huge gap exists in this regard. Knowledge on protecting the rights of 

children is very important because schools are expected to comply with basic 

Constitutional principles. Efforts to promote Constitutional rights of learners should 

take into consideration the diverse nature of South African society and examine the 

existing differences between environments where schools are located. Thus, they 

should create an environment that respects the human dignity of learners and 

ensure and establish an effective teaching and learning process. All role players 

within the school environment must have a sense of self-worth. But the current state 

of affairs, particularly the educators’ discharge of their teaching responsibilities, begs 

the question of the educators’ understanding of human dignity within a school 

context. Serame, Oosthuizen, Wolhuter and Zulu (2013) assert that schools are 

plagued with a deteriorating attitude towards the promotion of the right to human 

dignity.  

 Mudzongo (2002) found that educators may believe that respecting a child’s right to 

human dignity hinders the correction of learner behaviour and may portray educators 

as too lenient. Instead educators are expected to be tough and no-nonsense people. 

Mudzongo (2002) further argues that educators may protect each other when one 

has transgressed. This encourages practices that infringe the right to human dignity. 

While implementing human rights education often leads to problems for adults, 

broadly speaking, it requires greater attention in schools, since they primarily serve 

young learners. Mudzungo’s study (2002) identifies the need to explore how 

educators understand the learner’s right to human dignity and thus, to address 

infringements or violations of human dignity within the school environment which 

may occur. A lack of respect for human dignity in schools may seriously hinder the 

objectives of learning and teaching. Wolhuter and Van Staden (2008) indicate that 

there is need for both educators and learners to show mutual respect, promote and 

protect human dignity within a school context in order to positively impact teaching 

and learning.  
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Botha (2009) also asserts that any disruptive behaviour may significantly affect the 

fundamental right to human dignity if respect for this right is neglected. In South 

Africa, incidences of serious violations of the right to human dignity have been 

reported in public secondary and private schools (Botha, 2009; Wolhuter & Van 

Staden, 2008; Mathe, 2012). Maboe (2013) argues that the frequency and 

seriousness of violations of the right to human dignity in South African have serious 

implications. Meier, Van Wyk and Lemmer (2007) found that the South African 

schools’ record on respect for human dignity in particular is of concern given 

reported cases of violation of this right. Reactive and punitive strategies have raised 

worldwide concern over South Africa’s record of human right abuse and hence the 

decline in respect for human dignity (Meier et al., 2007). In dysfunctional schools, the 

culture of human rights is virtually absent and educators’ competence in handling the 

human dignity issue is questionable. Botha (2009) has indicated that, regarding the 

increasing incidences of human rights violations as stated in media, there is need to 

explore the educators’ understanding of the concept of human dignity.  

1.2 Problem statement 

In spite of the progressive legislation and the Constitutional reforms in South Africa, 

literature indicates that children’s right to human dignity remains a diffuse concept for 

most educators (Ersoy, 2012). According to Reid et al, (2007) and Murray (2010), 

schools may still practice outlawed strategies to control the behaviour of learners. 

Such actions contradict what is expected of educators. Infringements of the child’s 

right to human dignity include rape, abuse and harassment, bullying and assault in 

schools (Mawson, 2004; Prinsloo, 2006; De Wet, 2006). Rape cases in particular 

involve persons below the age of 15 years who are still of school-going age and 

perpetrators are often male school teachers (Ersoy, 2012). This suggests that the 

victims of such incidents are school-going children whose right to human dignity may 

most likely be violated in the school.  

A classic example follows. The South African Human Research Council (SAHRC) 

received a complaint in January 2014 that a 12 year old learner enrolled at a farm 

school in the North West Province, wore running shoes to school due to damage to 

his school shoes. He carried the school shoes as substantiation for wearing running 

shoes.   
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The learner’s mother also wrote a note to the teacher clarifying the reason for her 

son’s infringement of the dress code. This did not convince the said educator, who 

consequently penalized the child by punishing him.  The educator struck the learner 

and he fell. Consequently, he suffered hearing loss. Another learner in the same 

class intervened by asking the educator why he had assaulted his classmate; the 

educator retaliated by hitting the second learner and broke his jawbone. The case 

was taken to court which passed judgment that the educator should be demoted. 

The educator’s appeal was denied. Families of both learners were initially unwilling 

to lay charges against the educator (City Press, 2015). These gross human dignity 

violations raise a serious concern: whether educators understand the right to human 

dignity and their responsibility to promote and protect this right (SAHRC Annual 

Report, 2015). Rape, abuse, harassment and bullying in schools could imply 

different conceptions/understanding of the learner’s right to human dignity in South 

African secondary schools. In this study the researcher argues, “We do not know 

and cannot tell how educators understand the concept of human dignity”. Moreover, 

“We do not have the knowledge of their experiences to draw from to help us in 

understanding how educators give meaning to the right to human dignity”.  

1.3 Rationale  

The reviewed literature shows that many studies on human rights focus primarily on  

abuse and how to handle such cases (Mawson, 2004; Prinsloo, 2006; De Wet, 2006: 

Botha, 2009; Wolhuter & Van Staden, 2008; Mathe, 2012). The literature is silent on 

how educators understand the child’s right to human dignity which may influence 

how the right is implemented, promoted and protected in the school environment. In 

particular, studies in Mpumalanga Province, South Africa on how educators 

understand the right to human dignity are lacking. The aim of this study is to provide 

insight into what educators think of the concept of human dignity and what they do or 

not do regarding this fundamental right. 

The researcher became interested in the concept of human dignity during a project 

that he carried out during B.Ed. Honours. He realized the importance of protecting 

human rights and promoting a human rights culture in education. In particular this 

demands that the classroom practice be adjusted to promote and protect learners’ 

right to human dignity.  
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It became clearer why learning and teaching should be practically orientated in order 

to establish a non-harmful environment of lived legacy of human dignity. In this way 

the violations of the learner’s right to human dignity may be reduced. 

1.4 Purpose of the research 

The purpose of this study was to explore how secondary school educators 

understand and view the learners’ right to human dignity within a school context.  

 

The objectives were as follows: 

 

 To investigate how educators understand the right to human dignity. 

 To explore educators’ experiences and actions that promote and protects the 

learners’ right to human dignity. 

 To determine educators’ perceptions on the practices in their schools that 

could infringe the right to human dignity. 

 To explore the views of educators regarding the implementation of the 

learners’ right to human dignity in school. 

 

1.5 Research questions and sub-questions 

The main research question is formulated as follows: How do secondary school 

educators understand and view the learners’ right to human dignity within a school 

context? 

 

The study therefore attempts to answer the following sub-questions: 

 

 How do educators understand the right to human dignity? 

 What are the experiences and the actions of educators regarding the 

promotion and protection of the learners’ right to human dignity within 

schools? 

 What are the educators’ views of the practices in their schools that could 

infringe the right to human dignity? 

 What are the educators views regarding the implementation of the learners’ 

right to human dignity in the school?  How is it implemented? 
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1.6 Conceptual framework  

 

According to De Waal and Serfontein (2014), a theoretical framework shows the 

boundaries and the reason for doing the research. It provides a structure that can be 

used as a guide in data collection and data analysis (Liehr & Smith, 1999). Imenda 

(2014) states that a theoretical framework should be used as a lens in the process of 

data analysis to ensure consistency between the aim of the study, the questions 

asked and the research findings.  The researcher should conduct a thorough 

literature review to select or develop a theoretical framework that fits the proposed 

study (Imenda, 2014). Creswell (2009) concurs that the conceptual or theoretical 

framework should provide a structure for investigating a research problem.  

 

The case study presented in this study focused on exploring how secondary school 

educators understand the learners’ right to human dignity within a school context. 

This study investigates a section of the Bill of Rights which is entrenched in the 

Constitution of South Africa. The Constitution is prescriptive when interpreting 

human rights in the Bill of Rights. The conceptual framework is based on the 

interpretation and implementation of the right to human dignity. In terms of the South 

African Constitution, when interpreting the Bill of Rights, a court, tribunal or forum 

must promote the values that underlie an open and democratic society based on 

human dignity, equality and freedom (RSA, 1996).  
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Understanding human dignity is linked to protection and promotion of the right. A 

negative impact is linked to infringement and violation of the right as illustrated in 

Figure 1.1. 

Figure 1.1 Conceptual Framework: Learners’ Right to Human Dignity in Schools 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the context of key global beliefs in education, the rights-based approach to human 

dignity has been used to understand human dignity (Becker, 2013). According to 

Dembour (2010), this approach is referred to as the natural school of thought of 

human rights. Becker, De Wet and Parker (2014) assert that the approach comprises 

the ongoing practice of rights-based education towards transformative action. This 

study searches for an understanding of the learner’s right to human dignity and 

educators’ endeavor to promote and protect this right in secondary schools. 

 

1.7   Paradigmatic perspectives 

 

The research seeks to explore, understand and interpret educators’ understanding of 

the right to human dignity. The researcher’s paradigm perspective may therefore be 

described as interpretive and subjective. The focus of this study is on the 

participants’ understanding and views of human dignity within the context of the 

school environment and its surroundings.  

Learners’ Right to 

Human dignity in 

secondary schools 

Understanding of 

the concept Human 

Dignity 

Promotion of 

Human Dignity 

Negative Impact 

Protection of 

Human Dignity 
Infringement Violation 
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The interpretivist paradigm enables the researcher to view the data collected from 

the participants as their individual interpretation of human dignity. The interpretivist 

paradigm allows the researcher to gain insight from participants’ responses that 

relate to the research questions.  The individual understanding and experiences and 

the researcher’s interpretation of the data create knowledge on the defense and 

advancement of the right to human dignity of the learners in the selected schools. 

 

1.8 Qualitative approach 

 

In this study the researcher used a qualitative research approach. According to 

Merriam (2009), qualitative research is a scholarly study in which the researcher 

depends on the interpretations of participants; probes using expansive common 

questions; collects data mainly comprising of words from participants; analyses and 

describes these in order to formulate themes; and conducts the  investigation in a 

biased subjective way. Creswell (2003) asserts qualitative researchers are interested 

in understanding the participants’ experiences and what it means to them, that is, 

how they create meaning of their own world and the phenomenon. Qualitative 

research requires that the researcher interprets the real world from the perspective 

of participants (Snauwaert, 2013). In this research data were collected in order to 

understand the educators’ experiences and meaning they have constructed about 

the phenomenon of the right to human dignity as they carry out their daily teaching 

duties. A qualitative research approach therefore was suitable for this study because 

of its potential to create the reality as interpreted from the participants’ points of view. 

The advantages and the disadvantages of qualitative research approach are 

discussed in chapter 3. 

1.9 Research design 

In this study the researcher employed a case study research design. Cohen et al. 

(2000) define a case study as a study of an occurrence in its natural setting. No 

single educator, senior manager or school is studied; rather, the boundaries of a 

single case have been selected for the participants to understand their reality more 

clearly.  
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Creswell (2009) affirms this definition by stating that case study research design 

gives an extensive description of the case studied in order to understand individual 

thoughts rather than only presenting them as intellectual notions. The qualitative 

case study facilitates an exploration of a phenomenon within its context using a 

variety of sources of data, (Baxter & Jack, 2008).  

The in-depth understanding of the learners’ right to human dignity will be carried out 

in four different schools in two different quintiles (namely 1 and 4). The schools have 

been purposively selected in order to gain more insight into the manner in which 

educators promote and protect the learners’ right to human dignity.  

1.9.1 Selection of site and participants  

In this study four schools in the Gert Sibande region have been purposively sampled. 

Creswell (2009) explains that in purposive sampling, the researcher deliberately 

selects participants and the locations to acquire and understand a phenomenon. 

Schools have been carefully selected to correctly set the boundaries for gathering 

information and identifying the research participants. Purposive sampling presents 

an opportunity for the researcher to select relevant sites and credible participants 

who have experienced the phenomenon under study.  In this study, I selected 

secondary schools from quintile 1 and the other two schools from quintile 4. This 

allowed for rich information gathering regarding the experiences of the educators 

and their opinions of the learners’ right to human dignity. The selected schools had a 

high number of reported cases of human rights’ violations such as use of corporal 

punishment, assault and sexual relations between a teacher and learner.  

1.9.2 Data collection methods 

  

Data gathering techniques in qualitative research include interviews, observations 

and document analysis (Wubbels, 2011). In this study, semi-structured interviews 

were used to collect data. The second data collection method was document 

analysis. The data collected using semi-structured interviews were triangulated by 

the data from document analysis. 
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1.9.2.1 Semi- structured in-depth Interviews 

 

Semi-structured interviews were the core data collection method in this research.  

Merriam (2009) asserts that semi-structured interviews not only enable the 

participants to talk about their experiences without the influence of the researcher’s 

viewpoint, but also allow them to create options for best responses. The researcher 

used pre-determined questions as a guide during the interview (Bryan, 2008). The 

interview schedule developed by the researcher was used to ask the participant the 

same questions through probing and gave the participants the freedom to express 

legal and personal views on the research topic (Creswell, 2009). 

1.9.2.2 Document analysis 

 

In this study document analysis was used as an additional data collection method. 

Document analysis is a process that involves using existing written text rich in 

information as a source of data (Creswell, 2009). Documents serve as records of 

activities that the researcher could have observed directly or answers to questions 

that could have been asked during the interview. Document analysis is a form of 

qualitative analysis that requires researcher to locate, interpret, analyse and draw 

conclusions about the evidence presented. Document analysis is effective and can 

be used in verifying, corroborating evidence collected through interviews, 

observation and other data collection methods (Yin, 2009). The researcher 

requested documents, namely the school’s code of conduct for learners, 

Constitution, and policy on discipline, class rules and other documents that informed 

how learner behaviour was managed. The advantage of document analysis is that 

documents are produced and preserved as part of the record of the school. These 

documents assisted the researcher in triangulating data from other sources. 

 

1.10 Significance of study 
 
Since the researcher is aware that the implementation of the right to human dignity 

could pose a challenge to principals who are tasked with protecting and promoting it 

in schools, he focused on educators’ understanding of the right. This could alert 

education authorities in future to educational and legal expectations.  
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As this right encompasses a wide spectrum of meanings, he focused on educators’ 

understanding of the right. The aim was to establish if there are violations or 

infringements. This study may benefit authorities who should understand the right to 

human dignity. It may also serve a preventative function with regard to infringement 

and thus prevent court cases. The study has aimed to contribute to the practice of 

management policy for educators, policy-makers and scholars. The study may assist 

the authorities to establish a better framework on which to implement human rights 

education. An appropriate framework is important to address human dignity both at 

school and at national levels. Understanding the right to human dignity may 

significantly reduce the cases of abuse reported in South African schools. 

Understanding human dignity forms the basis of understanding how children develop 

and are prepared for responsible citizenship. 

1.11 Summary of the chapter  

 

Chapter 1 discussed the background to the study, the rationale behind the study, the 

main research question and sub-questions and problem statement with a specific 

example. The research design including data collection and analysis and the 

significance of the research were discussed. 
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 CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW ON THE RIGHT TO HUMAN DIGNITY 

2.1. Introduction  

 

In chapter one the background to the study, the rationale behind the study, the main 

research question and sub-questions and the problem statement were discussed. 

The purpose of this chapter is to present literature review that explores what is 

known about human dignity in South African schools, and what needs to be added to 

the body of knowledge of the concept human dignity. The literature provides a 

background on the central issues of human dignity, the effects of contravention of 

the learners’ right to human dignity and an overview on Constitutional obligations of 

educators in the South African context. This review of literature focuses on a 

definition of human dignity, the effects of infringement of the right to dignity and an 

overview of the Constitutional obligations of educators.  According to Cotzee and 

Mienie (2013), the right to human dignity is the focal point of Constitutions of various 

nation states. In order to establish and maintain a disciplined and purposeful 

environment for effective teaching and learning in schools, educators need to apply 

effective disciplinary methods which do not infringe  the learners’ right to human 

dignity and respect (Dayton & Dupre, 2009). Maphosa and Mammen (2011) concur 

with the view that emerging and also established democracies see the right to 

human dignity as the root for the interpretation of human rights.  South Africa is no 

exception to this discourse. Schools are centres of future citizens who should be 

nurtured to become aware of the importance of protecting the right to human dignity. 

Many activities take place in schools which demand that the interaction between 

educators and learners be regulated to harness desirable future behaviours. But in 

the educator-learner interaction, one would wish to focus the lens on how educators 

deal with the concern for human dignity.  

The key persons in protecting and promoting human rights are educators, students 

(learners), education administrators and parents. But the specific focus is on 

educators and how they understand human dignity within a secondary school 

context. Each of these groups mentioned may have different perceptions and 

responsibilities as they relate to the right to human dignity.  
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The different roles played by different stakeholders and their experiences will be 

explored and explained through the following literature review. 

 

2.2 What is human dignity? 

 

Human dignity as a concept is ubiquitous. It is articulated in various different 

languages: la dignite humaine (French), menslike waardigheid (Afrikaans), Zulu 

(Ubuntu) or hadhi (Swahilli), (Tapola, 2011). Comprising the expression ‘human 

dignity’ is the word, human, which is related to the Latin word humus (earthly) 

referring to out nature (Lindner, Hartling & Spalthoff, 2011). We are ‘earthly’ which 

means the proper kind or human being deserves to be treated as such. This 

predicate ‘human’ implies that we, as social beings, have the highest degree of 

rationality compared to the other species of rational animals (Dayton & Dupre, 2009). 

The word dignity derives from the Latin word ‘decus’ which can be explained as 

honour or glory (Tapola, 2011). But generally speaking dignity may refer to that 

which deserves respect or distinction. The definition which appears in and cuts 

across  most articles collected for this literature, explains human dignity as that 

which protects individuals from humiliation and is explained as self-worth and well-

being of an individual (Lindner, Hartling & Spalthoff, 2011). Combining ‘human’ and 

‘dignity’ we have the expression that qualifies and entitles the status of a personal 

being that deserves respect and honour.  

 

Human dignity is therefore considered as the highest value that most Constitutions of 

the world do and must uphold. Freeman (2010) asserts that the word ‘dignity’ comes 

from the Latin word, ‘dignitas’ which denotes both status of an individual and the 

bearing that is associated with status. The right to human dignity affects the deepest 

level of human nature (Barrett, Casey, Visser & Headley, 2012). It is clear that 

everyone’s interest is to be respected and have their dignity valued inalienably 

(Lindner, Hartling & Spalthoff, 2011). Human dignity is seen as the most important 

tool which can be used to solve the practical and theoretical problems in human 

rights law.  

 

Human dignity has a very strong religious root but this has been transcended by 

today’s human rights discourse.  
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Human dignity is seen in relation to reason (Reyneke, 2011). Reyneke further argues 

that the gift of reasoning gives a human being dignity.  It is for this reason that 

mutual respect, and esteem must be adequately addressed in order to take root and 

grow in the centres where future citizens are prepared (i.e. schools).  

 

However, researchers do not hold an identical view of the notion of human dignity. 

There is no universally accepted perception of human dignity. Similarly, this study 

does not claim a common perception of human dignity. The lack of concept 

clarification is a challenge to many researchers. If an explanation of human dignity 

as a notion is lacking, it becomes a proclamation without substance. Recent 

research in education reveals an international interest in the issue of human dignity 

which is not restricted to a specific location (Dayton & Dupre, 2009; Lindner, Hartling 

& Spalthoff, 2011; Cotzee & Mienie, 2013). For example, there is a debate about 

ethical issues, for instance, responsibility or disregard for human dignity, which can 

be connected to witnessed actions, and which may be gauged by making a proper 

judgement of deriving the meaning of human dignity through data (Lishchinky-

Shapira, 2011).  

 

In educators’ interaction with learners, a clear view of human dignity is often lacking. 

Researchers assume a generally held description of human dignity relevant to the 

classroom and school practice (Cotzee & Mienie, 2013). Research also reveals that 

human dignity fares badly when compared with the issues of equality, freedom and 

autonomy as values captured in the human rights discourse (Lindner, Hartling & 

Spalthoff, 2011). Against this debate human dignity is seen as a subjective norm 

which can often be utilized to justify moralism and paternalism (Hammett & Staeheli, 

2011).  

 

At school level there appears a shallow approach to human dignity which engenders 

criticism of educators who are not knowledgeable on this subject. The intent of this 

study is not to defend educators or oppose the national Constitutional obligations of 

educators. This is corroborated by the review of literature (Dayton & Dupre, 2009; 

Lindner, Hartling & Spalthoff, 2011; Cotzee & Mienie, 2013). Today, humankind is 

moving closer to what is termed the global village. 
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 As this happens individuals at all levels of society are asking the question: do you 

respect me and my cultural background, or do you despise me and treat me 

inhumanly? As part of this global village, it can be asked: what kind of citizens is 

being prepared by schools? The consequences of a negative outcome can exercise 

an enormous impact on the entire objective of the education system (Naicker, 

Myburgh & Poggenpoel, 2014). 

 

2.3 What is the expected role of the educator? 

 

In South Africa legal principles, concepts and procedures guide schools on how to 

handle the learners’ dignity. Educators are at the centre of learner protection within 

school environments. The legal duty of care of educators places educators in loco 

parentis to the children in schools. The Constitution prevents all forms of harm and 

degradation of human dignity. Other laws, such as the Children’s Act, common law 

and case law all promote human dignity. The duty of care and in loco parentis as 

stated in education law especially in the South African Schools Act (SASA) should 

therefore be the core concern of educators in schools. The promotion and protection 

of the learners’ right to human dignity within the school context is part of their 

responsibility. Moreover, according to Naicker and others (2014), South Africa is a 

co-signatory to the international accords on human rights, namely the Declaration of 

Universal Human Rights adopted by the United Nations in 1948. In 1994, South 

Africa adopted a democratic Constitution which guarantees the right to human 

dignity, freedom and equality and many other rights (Prinsloo, 2005). The country 

followed the example of passing legislation for the advancement of children’s rights 

and their safety as has been the case of most young democracies around the globe.  

These mandates relate directly to the purpose of the study, that is, how educators 

handle the issue of human dignity in their school environments.  

 

Our learners must learn to appreciate that misconduct attracts sanctions, which may, 

in appropriate circumstances, include expulsion. This implies that any corrective 

measure should encourage learners to learn from their mistakes. Correction should 

take place in a trusting, mutually respectful relationship between educators and 

learners. This is the expectation. The question can be asked to what extent does this 

happen in our schools. One area that directly affects this study is the issue of ethics. 
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A study by Lishchinky-Shapira (2011) indicated that schools of education have 

attempted to address the issue of teacher ethics indirectly by requiring that pre-

service training of educators should draw the attention of schools to undesirable 

behaviour contrary to professional ethics that affects educators’ professional growth 

and the fulfillment of their professional obligations. However, Maphosa and Mammen 

(2011) criticized the notion stating that the content of pre-service training promotes 

political indoctrination and controversy.  While they agree that educators need help, 

no strategy has been adopted to solve the problem. 

 
2.4 Infringement of the learner right to human dignity 
 
Unluer (2012) explains that any offence that violates or threatens to violate the 

dignity of a person is an infringement on the human right. The effect of infringement 

is a very complex subject as indicated by various studies. The current understanding 

of the theoretical complexity of these infringements limits this study to educators’ 

handling of the human dignity issue at school level. Literature indicates 

inconsistencies in the manner in which social relations are addressed at school level, 

(Naicker, Myburgh & Poggenpoel, 2014). These have psychological characteristics 

which include shame, humiliation and injured self-worth, (Maphosa & Mammen, 

2011). These negative outcomes should be given special consideration. Thus, 

secondary school educators should take the responsibility of ensuring the protection 

of the emotional and mental health of learners within school environments. 

According to Cotzee and Mienie (2013), the in loco parentis status of educators 

empowers them to anticipate possible threats to which learners may be exposed in 

schools and to act responsibly by implementing safety  measures and/or policy to 

protect children from any transgressions that might violate their dignity.  

 

Another feature of human dignity is self-worth. Given the crucial importance of 

positive self-worth and the well-being of an individual, any infringement can possibly 

harm the individual’s self-worth (Cotzee & Mienie, 2013). Self-worth is a 

characteristic of human dignity and a school environment should promote self-

enhancement in relation to human dignity.  

The centrality of self-worth emanates from the understanding that violations to 

human dignity can injure self-esteem or diminish the entire purpose of existence, 

(Naicker, Myburgh & Poggenpoel, 2014).  
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Unluer (2012) maintains that diminishing self-worth means treating a person or 

displaying an attitude that conveys the message that a person is inferior or of no 

social worth. Diminishing of self-worth may take the form of verbal expressions, such 

as name-calling, cursing and other forms of verbal abuse (Mercer, 2007). In legal 

terms a person’s psycho-physical integrity is his or her most valuable asset (Becker, 

2013).  

 

2.5 Promotion of the right to human dignity  
 

Educators in South Africa are expected to promote human dignity in schools. A 

practical way to do this is through teaching values to learners. According to the 

Revised Curriculum Statement (RNCS) and the present Curriculum Assessment 

Policy Statement (CAPS), the common message is: embody values driven 

curriculum that will directly address the issues of human dignity, equality and 

freedom; but this seldom happens in certain schools. Prinsloo (2005) has indicated 

the importance of including the human rights issue in the curriculum and the need to 

ensure that educators are accountable for promoting, protecting and implementing a 

human right culture of which human dignity is a fundamental right. There is 

considerable evidence that the laws promulgated since democracy require 

implementation to effectively uphold human rights and to protect citizens from the 

consequences of inhuman and degrading treatment. Learners need schools to adopt 

and enforce effective policies that will enhance curriculum delivery in an environment 

free from inhumane practices (Dayton & Dupre, 2009; Lindner, Hartling & Spalthoff, 

2011). In this preliminary literature review, a gap has emerged in the knowledge of 

and meaning given to human dignity. The researcher needs to gain an adequate 

understanding of how the right to human dignity is protected and promoted in 

selected secondary schools. The question of how educators construe human dignity 

within the school environment remains a challenge. Thus, this study will focus on 

exploring how educators conceptualize, advance and protect the right to human 

dignity.  
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2.6 Human dignity and international human rights law 

 

Freeman (2010) states that the role of human dignity as an anchor of democracy 

becomes apparent when considering the right to human dignity as protected in most 

democracies worldwide.  As put forth by Heyns (2004), in South Africa, attitudes 

towards human dignity should be ratified in order to uphold this value according to 

the requirements of legislation. Although the South African Constitution is in line with 

the international human rights law, there is a gap in implementing the principles 

underpinning the legislation.  

 

2.6.1 Human dignity in the UN Charter  

 

According to Bardi & Schwartz (2003), various references to human dignity in 

international and local human rights protocols are derived from the seminal 

application of the value of human dignity in the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights. The introduction, according to Watters (2006), refers to dignity in two places: 

“whereas recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and inalienable rights of 

all members of the Human family is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in 

the world … ’ , (UN Charter, 1945); and “whereas the peoples of the United Nations 

have in the Charter reaffirmed their faith in fundamental human rights, in the dignity 

and worth of the human person and in the equal rights of men and women and have 

determined to promote social progress and better standards of life in larger freedoms 

… ’ (UN Charter, 1945) . Article 1 of the same UN charter takes up this theme and 

provides that: “[a] all human beings are born free and equal in self-worth and rights. 

According to the provision of the article, human beings are gifted with reason and 

sense of right and wrong and should act towards one another in an essence of 

comradeship.” There are also several additional specific references to dignity in the 

rest of the document. Article 22, on the right to social security, states: “everyone, as 

a member of society, has the right to social security and is eligible to realization, 

through national effort and international co-operation and in accordance with the 

organization and resources of each State, of the economic, social and cultural rights 

indispensable for his dignity and the free development of his personality.” Article 

23(3), with regard to the right to work, states: “everyone who works has the right to 

just and favourable remuneration ensuring for himself and his family an existence 
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worthy of human dignity, and supplemented, if necessary, by other means of social 

protection”.  

 

 2.6.2 Human Dignity in the International Humanitarian Law Texts 

 

Heyns (2004) observe that, apart from some allusions around the 19th century to 

human dignity in national penal establishments relating to the handling of inmates, 

and in a draft treaty provision prior to the Second World War concerning the 

management of prisoners, the major reference to the application of dignity in 

international charitable law was made after the Second World War in the enactment 

of the Geneva Conventions. The International Committee of the Red Cross 

recommended to the authorities gathered in Geneva the version of a Preamble, 

which was to be duplicated in each of the four Conventions.  

 

According to Kruss (2001), esteem for the character and dignity of human beings 

comprises a worldwide norm which is mandatory even in the lack of any prescribed 

undertaking. Such a norm stresses that, in the period of hostilities amongst nations 

or citizens, all those not aggressively involved in the hostilities and all those placed 

“hors de combat” (placed at risk) by reason of ill health, disease, imprisonment, or 

any other state of affairs, shall be given due respect and have security from the 

effects of combat, and that individuals among them who are in distress should be 

relieved and tended (Alston, 2002). Regardless of the purpose of the UDHR to 

cultivate and defend human rights internationally, history has demonstrated the 

perpetuation of human rights violations worldwide, for example, the blockading of 

Berlin in Germany; the Communist takeover of China; the Korean War and the 

development of apartheid in South Africa (Alston, 2002). 

  

2.6.3 The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) of 1976 

 

According to Van Vollenhoven (2007), the reason for and the goal of the 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) are comparable to those 

of the UDHR: these are applicable when considering rights of individuals anywhere 

in the world.    
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Despite the fact that this document was not an authorized and lawful manuscript, 

various nation states were obliged to endorse it and this contributed to the growth 

and expansion of reverence for human rights in countries around the world at large. 

Kruss (2001) asserts the ICCPR only has a concrete influence on a nation after it 

has been approved by that nation.  

 

2.6.4 The American Convention on Human Rights (ACHR) of 1978 

 

The American Convention on Human Rights (ACHR) states that individual human 

rights are the outcome of elements of the human disposition;  they consequently 

substantiate global domestic protection for every single individual in the world; and 

that the civil rights and independence of every distinct person must be respected 

("ACHR", 1978, preamble).  According to Alston (2002), World War I and II marked a 

period during which individual human rights were dishonored globally.  

 

2.6.5 The African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights of 1986 

 

Alston (2002) states that Africa was the last region to establish a mechanism to 

safeguard human rights and the advancement of the African Charter and People’s 

Rights of 1986 was a much needed stride taken in the continent’s human rights 

journey. According to Van Vollenhoven (2006), the prelude to the African Charter 

contains the goals and purpose of the document. There is also reference to other 

legal documents that re-enforce the values of the charter; for example, the document 

considers the Charter of the Organization of African Unity, which maintains that 

“freedom, equality, justice and dignity are indispensable and crucial intents for the 

achievement of the legitimate aspirations and hopes of the African people” (Charter 

of the Organization of African Unity, 1963: Preamble).  Murray (2010) concludes that 

the African Charter confirms its commitment to be mindful of the UN Charter and the 

UDHR. Al-Daraweesh (2013) concurs with Murray that the Charter recognizes and 

considers the features and merits of the customs and beliefs of African society and 

the progress of human rights on the continent. The opening announcement of the 

Charter indicates that it is not only a global pledge to recognize the source of 

essential rights as coming from human beings, but also that truth and esteem for 

peoples’ rights should assure human rights (Van Vollenhoven et al., 2006). 
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2.7 Summary of the chapter  

 

Chapter 2 discussed the concept of human dignity, the role of the educator in 

promoting and protecting the learners’ right to human dignity, the contravention and 

infringement to the learners’ right to human dignity and a summary of international 

developments to promote and protect human rights.  
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CHAPTER 3:  

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Introduction 

This study aimed at exploring educators’ perceptions and experiences of the 

learners’ right to human dignity in secondary schools. The study explored the 

reasons stated by educators for upholding human rights and their understanding of 

the concept of human dignity. The views were analyzed in the light of a section of the 

Bill of Rights of the South African Constitution. The purpose of this chapter is to 

present the research design of this study. Thus, the chapter focused on research 

tools, participants in the study, data collection, data analysis, reporting and ethical 

concerns. 

3.2 Research methodology  

Methodology refers to the variety of approaches used in order to collect the data that 

can be analyzed and interpreted to explain or predict a phenomenon (Cohen et al., 

2010). Table 3.1 depicts the research strategy process. 

Table: 3.1 Research Strategy Process 

Paradigmatic assumption 

 An interpretive paradigm (interpret educators’ understanding & perceptions) 

 A case study research design is a strategy of enquiry 

Selection of Cases 

 Purposeful sampling (selection of four schools in the Mpumalanga Department of Education, 

Gert Sibande Region). 

Data collection 

 Interviews with selected educators and document analysis were executed.  

Quality Measures 

 Trustworthiness, credibility & dependability, triangulation 

Ethical considerations 

 Permission from authorities, right to privacy, informed consent, confidentiality & anonymity. 
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3.3 Research approach 

In this study the researcher used a qualitative research approach. According to 

Merriam (2009), qualitative research enables the researcher to explore the opinions 

and views of the participants by asking a wide range of general questions and to 

collect data in the form of narratives from the participants. The researcher analyses 

the narratives and arranges the data according to themes.  Creswell (2003) asserts 

that qualitative researchers are concerned with understanding the meaning people 

have constructed; that is, how they make meaning of their own world and 

experiences they have in the world.  Qualitative research requires that the 

researcher interprets the real world from the perspective of participants (Snauwaert, 

2013). In this research data was collected through interviews and document analysis 

in order to understand the educators’ experiences and meaning they have 

constructed about the phenomenon of the right to human dignity as they carry out 

their daily teaching business. A qualitative research approach therefore seemed 

suitable for this study because it was possible to construct the reality as interpreted 

from the participants’ point of view. 

3.4 Data collection and selection of participants  

3.4.1 Sampling selection 

According to Creswell (2003), sampling refers to a group which is a group from the 

population which is the subject of the study. It is seldom practical or possible to study 

the entire population (Goddard & Melville, 1995). For this study a non-probability 

technique known as purposive sampling was used.  

3.4.2 Semi-structured interviews 

According to Houghton et al. (2012), interviews are regarded as a primary source of 

data collection. Cohen et al. (2010) further assert that the way individuals perceive 

and make sense of the world is extremely important in an interview.  

As a data collection instrument the researcher used interviews. Four principals, four 

senior teachers and four PL1 educators from four different secondary schools were 

interviewed.  
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3.5 Data analysis 

In this study, thematic data analysis was used in order to find patterns of meaning 

across the data. The process involves analyzing transcripts to identify themes from 

the gathered data from an interview transcript (Burnard et al., 2006).  

The first step in thematic analysis involves becoming immersed in the data through 

reading and re-reading the interview transcriptions to obtain an understanding of the 

data and a general picture of what is going on in the study (Hancock et al., 2009). 

When reading the transcripts, the researcher made memo notes of his first 

impressions of the data.  The second step was coding the data. Coding is the 

process of identifying and labelling key ideas in the data that may lead to answering 

the research questions. Initial codes are generated in the process of reading and re-

reading the transcripts. This is usually known as open coding. In this process, the 

researcher summarizes each unit by making sense of it in a few words, on a line-by-

line basis (Hancock et al., 2009). The next step involves searching for categories. 

After generating codes, I created clusters or groups of codes (ideas that are related) 

to form categories. I grouped the categories to form themes that provided answers to 

the questions. The case studies assumed were each studied distinctly in order to 

gain a fuller understanding of the concept human dignity. Data that had been 

collected through document analysis were examined and themes were developed. 

Data collected through interviews were transcribed. Transcripts were typed and 

coded. Themes were also developed from interviews. 

  

3.6 Document analysis 

The following are themes developed from the data collected through document 

analysis: 

 Brief description of school and its environment 

 Type of policy used to deal with the human dignity issue 

 How the policy was formulated  

 Policy implementation 
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 Promotion and protection of human dignity as stated by such policy 

The following are questions that were used during document analysis: 

 What type of policy does the school use to address the human dignity issue? 

 How has the school formulated such a policy to suit their needs? 

 How is the policy being implemented to promote and protect human dignity of 

learners? 

To ensure anonymity and confidentiality of the participating institutions, the four 

schools were given pseudonyms. They are referred to as school P, school Q, school 

X and school Y. Through the perusal of documents received from each school, the 

following information was gathered. 

3.6.1 Description of the schools 

3.6.1.1 School P 

School P is a public high school situated at a township in Mpumalanga. The school 

has 1 222 learners, 45 educators and six non-teaching staff members. It has 25 

classrooms. It starts from Grade 8 to 12. The school is situated in a semi-urban 

community. The school is properly fenced and buildings are well maintained. It is a 

quintile 3 school. 

School P does not have a specific policy aimed at addressing human dignity; 

however, for discipline purposes the school makes use of its code of conduct, school 

rules and regulations and some aspects of éducation law. The school has a 

guideline on how to report issues of bullying and incidents of rape and other 

misconduct. A document described as the ‘pregnancy policy’ was given to the 

researcher. It was silent about human dignity protection or promotion. The policy 

however stipulates certain responsibilities for educators, learners and parents. 

School P does not have any specific policy on human dignity. What happens within 

the school premises is guided only by the education policies the school receives 

from the provincial declarations and gazettes and the MEC for education. 
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The school uses the guideline provided in their school rules and regulations to solve 

issues of misbehavior. A phrase mentions human dignity in their school rules. It 

states that no learner shall treat another with disrespect or humiliate him or her. It 

further states that a learner found to have contravened the rules will be subjected to 

school disciplinary measures. There is no specific monitoring of human dignity 

promotion programmes or implementation. 

3.6.1.2 School Q 

School Q is a quintile 2 school situated in a rural town in Mpumalanga. There is a 

mine nearby which contributes to a large number of community members’ 

employment.  The school has an enrollment of 845 learners, 29 educators and eight 

non-teaching staff members. The school can be placed in deep rural socio-economic 

category. The buildings are generally in a good condition but some blocks need 

attention. The school is well fenced with a lockable, controlled gate.   

The school produced a document: ‘Guidelines on daily school activities’. It outlines 

the starting times and the general routine, school programmes and educator 

responsibilities. Another document used in conjunction with this one is the school 

rules and regulation. The school does not have a specific policy document which 

they use to address the issue of human dignity.  But the school has a team which 

works hand-in-hand with the school disciplinary committee, which comprises an SGB 

member and learner representatives. 

Upon analysis of the given documents, certain phrases relevant to human dignity 

emerged. The sanctions imposed on learners in terms of discipline are the same as 

those of school P. The school code of conduct mentions a few legal principles with 

regard to relations among learners and between educators and learners.  

However, the information supplied in these documents is insufficient to provide 

enough grounds for the promotion and protection of the right to human dignity.  

Roles and responsibilities for learners, educators and parents are stated in the 

document ‘Guidelines on daily school activities’. However, no procedure or 

programmes is mentioned relevant to management of the human dignity issue in the 

school. No document was supplied which addresses how the school handles the 

human dignity concept.  
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3.6.1.3 School X 

School X is located on the road to a small town in Mpumalanga Province. It is a farm 

school with an enrollment of 654 learners, 10 educators and three non-teaching staff 

members. The feeder area of this school is a community which may be classified in 

the deep rural socio-economic bracket. Most people in this area work on the 

surrounding farms. The school is from Grade 8 to 12. It is well fenced but buildings 

are a bit dilapidated. With introduction of the Agricultural Further Education and 

Training (FET) centre nearby, the school was upgraded from a quintile 1 to quintile 2 

schools. The school uses an anti-bullying policy to address the human dignity issue 

which is included in the general code of conduct for learners. The policy has some 

aims but upon analysis, these do not directly address human dignity. The document 

simply creates an environment on which the general discipline of the school is 

prémissed. However, the policy has some strategies for promoting human dignity in 

the school community. It states how the reporting of abuse cases should be done. It 

also guides the victims on whom to consult in the case of any de-humanizing activity. 

In its opening statement, it mentions the upholding of the Constitution in as far as 

rights of individuals in the school are concerned. It has also some legal principles 

which refer to the South African Schools Act of 1996.  

It seems the policy was formulated using the Constitution as a guideline, but the 

contents do not directly address the human dignity issue. The school however shows 

some concern regarding matters relating to human dignity. The manner in which they 

have infused the anti-bullying policy in their school code of conduct is an indication 

that the school is concerned about human rights. However, there is no direct 

promotion and protection of the learners’ right to human dignity. 

3.6.1.4 School Y 

The school is situated in a town in Mpumalanga. It is one of the largest public 

schools in the region. It has an enrollment of 1 374 learners, 49 educators and seven 

non-teaching staff members. The school has a history of more than 40 years. It 

starts from Grade 8 to 12. It is a quintile 4 school, registered as a Mathematics-

Sciences-Technology Academy (MSTA). The school facilities are modern with a 

world class laboratory. The school is well fenced with a controlled central gate. The 

buildings are well maintained. 
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The school uses the school code of conduct for learners to deal with the human 

dignity issue. The policy’s opening statement explains the importance of observing 

the dignity, religion and freedom of individuals within the school community. It states 

some promotion strategies and how to respond to incidents of especially bullying and 

the follow-up procedures on such incidents. 

The policy is a combination of certain legal principles and sections of the 

Constitution. The policy protects learners from all forms of human degradation. It 

also states clearly what happens to educators who contravene the policy 

requirements. 

3.7 Ethical considerations 

Ethical guidelines form the standards according to which both the researcher’s 

conduct and that of participants are evaluated, (Cohen et al., 2010). The study was 

directed by ethical guidelines which formed the basis of the researcher’s interaction 

with participants. All the participants voluntarily participated in the study. The 

following ethical considerations steered the research study: 

3.7.1 Anonymity and confidentiality  

According to Creswell (2009), anonymity and confidentiality are two concepts that 

protect the participants. Becker et al. (2015) emphasize the commitment to 

safeguard the anonymity of the research participants and to keep the data 

confidential. This should be fulfilled at all costs unless arrangements to the contrary 

are made in advance with participants. The researcher ensured that the participants’ 

identity and that of their schools ware kept confidential and anonymous. Measures 

were also taken to make sure that the boundaries surrounding the information 

shared were protected.  

3.7.2 Right to privacy 

The right to privacy is centred on three perspectives of human beings:  the sensitivity 

of the information being given, the setting being observed and the dissemination of 

information (Cohen et al., 2000). Creswell (2009) cautions that the greater the 

sensitivity of the research, the more safeguards are called for to protect the privacy 

of the participants.  
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In this study, the researcher took the necessary precautions to protect the privacy of 

the participants by protecting their identity through the use of pseudonyms and by 

concealing any other information that might reveal their identity.  

3.7.3 Informed consent 

Informed consent is defined as procedures in which individuals decide whether to 

participate in a study after being informed of the facts that are likely to influence their 

decision (Merriam, 2009). According to Becker and others (2015), through informed 

consent participants must be made aware of their right to choose whether they want 

to participate in the study or not.  

The researcher must inform the participants of any aspect of the research that might 

affect their wellbeing, such as the participant may freely choose to stop their 

participation at any point in the study. In this study the researcher was able to stick to 

and observe the requirements of informed consent by using language that was 

understood by participants to explain their rights during the study.  The participants 

were also afforded an opportunity to ask questions for clarity or raise any other 

concern about the study.   

3.8 Credibility and trustworthiness of study  

Trustworthiness has been defined as term used to increase and establish the validity 

and reliability of the data (Leedy & Ormrod, 2005; Golafshani, 2003). The researcher 

held and followed a high standard of trustworthiness throughout the study. This was 

accomplished by applying various guidelines provided in literature by researchers to 

enhance trustworthiness. Lincoln and Guba (2013) put forth some guidelines for the 

trustworthiness of qualitative research. They concluded that trustworthiness can be 

established through sustained observation in the field, insistent observation, the 

collection of adequate data, triangulation, member checking and peer review. The 

authors (Lincoln & Guba, 2013) state further that the conformability of findings is 

based on the researcher's critical self-reflection.  

 

For this study Guba‟s model of trustworthiness as suggested by Rutherford (2009) 

was applied to ensure trustworthiness of the research findings.  Guba’s model has 

four strategies to ensure trustworthiness, which were applied in the study.  
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The first is the truth value. The truth value was taken to define precisely the 

phenomenon involved, namely the human dignity issue in schools. This was 

achieved through establishing certainty in the truth of the findings/discussions of 

groups. The peculiar involvement and discernment of all participants were essential 

for this process.  

 

The second strategy is the implementation of a prolonged strategy. The researcher 

ensured that sufficient time was spent with the participants in a setting which they 

found comfortable and in which they could be relaxed. This heightened open 

communication and trust that facilitated sharing of information between the 

participants and the researcher.  The separate individual interviews took about 45 

minutes each.  

In addition the researcher spent three days at each school to determine how the 

learners’ right to human dignity is assured in the school and to understand the moral 

beliefs and the human right culture of the school.  

  

The third strategy relates to reflexivity. This strategy requires the researcher to have 

a sensitive and passionate involvement in the study. Reflexivity was encouraged in 

this study by the use of a tape recorder during the interviews enabling the researcher 

to have a conversation with the participants in a relaxed manner while taking field 

notes.  

 

The fourth strategy is triangulation. As suggested by Mercer (2007), the participants 

should be given a chance to comment on the transcripts, field notes and draft reports 

to make certain that the data collected and statements made are an accurate 

reflection of their experiences.  

 

3.9 Summary of chapter  

Chapter 3 explained the research design and the research methodology applied in 

the research study. In addition the chapter looked at the research tools used, the 

research participants, data collection and ethical issues. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION IN RELATION TO LITERATURE 

4.1 Introduction 

In chapter 3 of this study, the researcher described research design and 

methodology. The research approach used in this study was qualitative. The 

research design was a case study involving four schools. Semi-structured interviews 

and document analysis were used to collect data.  Chapter 4 focuses on the 

discussion of the findings of this study and the literature.  Findings are presented in 

themes aligned with the research questions. Direct quotations from the participants 

are used to support the findings. To ensure anonymity and confidentiality, the four 

schools are referred to as school P, school Q, school X and school Y. The schools 

are presented in the same order in which the field work was carried out. 

4.2 Biographical information of participants 

In the discussion of the findings of this study, the participants are represented using 

the following codes:  

 Principals (P1, P2, P3 and P4). 

 Senior Teachers (ST1, ST2, ST3 and ST4). 

  Post Level 1 Educators (ED1, ED2, ED3 and ED4). 
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Table 4.1 Biographical information of the participants and the documents 

obtained from the different schools 

School Participant 

and code 

Gender Qualifications Teaching 

experience 

P Principal (P1) Female STD/FDE/B.Com & B.Ed 

Hons. 

25 years 

Senior Teacher (ST1) Male  STD/ACE/ B.Ed Hons & 

M.Ed 

22 Years 

Educator (ED1) Male  STD & ACE 16 Years  

Q Principal (P2) Male  STD/ACE/ B.Ed Hons & 

M.Ed 

30 Years  

Senior Teacher (ST2) Male  B.Ed Economic 

Management Sciences 

17 Years  

Educator (ED2) Female National Diploma in 

Agricultural Sciences & 

PGCE Life Sciences 

4 Years 

X Principal (P3) Male  STD/FDE/B.Ed 15 Years 

Senior Teacher (ST3) Male STD/B.Tech & B.Ed 20 Years 

Educator (ED3) Male  STD/FDE/B.Ed Hons & 

M.Ed 

24 Years 

Y Principal (P4) Male  STD/FDE/BA/B.Ed Hons 35 Years 

Senior Teacher (ST4) Female  STD/FDE/Accounting 

Diploma & B.Ed Hons 

(Maths Literacy) 

28 Years 

Educator (ED4) Female  B.Ed Natural Sciences 7 Years  
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Table 4.2 Documents obtained from the different schools 

School Documents Analyzed 

P Code of conduct & School rules and regulations & 

Pregnancy Policy 

Q Guideline on daily School activities & School Rules and 

Regulations 

X Anti-bullying Policy 

Y School Code of Conduct 

 

4.3 Discussion of data from documents 

According to Creswell (2009), documents are a valuable source of information as 

they offer text data for a qualitative study. Merriam (2009) affirms that documents 

have an advantage of being in the participants’ language and words which have 

been usually carefully chosen. However, Creswell (2003) points out the following as 

weaknesses of documents in general: 

 Documents may sometimes be difficult to locate and obtain; 

 Documents may be incomplete, inaccurate or illegible such as handwriting in 

the case of minutes, making it difficult to interpret the information. 

 In order to triangulate data collected from interviews with educators, the researcher 

was provided with documents as indicated in Table 4.2 above. In this study, the 

researcher encountered problems in acquiring some of the requested documents. 

Some schools did not have tailor-made school policies which address their own 

situations but depend on government documents which are sometimes too open-

ended. 

From the documents collected in school P, it emerged that the school does not have 

a separate policy that observes human dignity in the school.  
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The school rules and regulations and the school code of conduct do not supply 

enough content on how the school deals with the human dignity issue. These 

documents do however give a few legal principles which are relevant to human 

dignity. 

In all the analyzed documents at school Q, nothing is mentioned about how the 

school promotes and protects the learners’ right to human dignity. There is no 

separate policy available which is used by the school to promote or protect human 

dignity.  

The policy analyzed at school X does not specify the roles and responsibilities of 

learners, educators or parents in the implementation of the policy and particularly in 

addressing human dignity. However, the school uses the policy to promote and 

protect human dignity within the school. It lacks certain aspects which address the 

infringement and violation of the learners’ right to human dignity.  

The standard of the policy in as far as implementation is concerned is acceptable. 

However, the school has also developed a separate policy on learner behaviour that 

deals with issues of bullying in the school. To a certain degree, the policy speaks to 

and indicates some level of promotion and protection of the learners’ right to human 

dignity.  

Judging from the documents analyzed and researcher’s personal observations in the 

four schools, the documents often indicated a low level of promotion and protection 

of the right to human dignity. A few analyzed documents mentioned some reference 

to addressing human dignity through school rules and regulations. However, the 

documents did not mention anything about how educators perceived the concept of 

human dignity in the school context. For example, there was no mention of how 

educators should implement the right to human dignity with respect to observance or 

monitoring codes. In all the schools, only a few legal principles relevant to human 

dignity appeared in their school documents provided. However, the interviews held 

with various participants provided better insight into the perception of educators of 

the concept human dignity in secondary schools. 
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4.4 Research questions and themes 

This section aims to answer the following research question:  

How do secondary school educators understand and view the learners’ right to 

human dignity within a school context? 

 

The following sub-questions were thus generated: 

 

 How do educators understand the right to human dignity? 

 

 What are the experiences and the actions of educators regarding the 

promotion and protection of the learners’ right to human dignity within 

schools? 

 

 What are the educators’ views of the practices in their schools that could 

infringe the right to human dignity? 

 

 What are the educators ’views regarding the implementation of the learners’ 

right to human dignities in the school?  How is it implemented? 

 

The researcher conducted interviews based on the above research questions. The 

interviews were transcribed and the data coded. The codes were merged to 

categories that are presented in four themes. Table 4.3 presents the research 

questions and the themes.  
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Table 4.3 Research question and themes 

RESEARCH QUESTION THEMES/SUB-THEMES 

How do educators 

understand the right to 

human dignity? 

 

 

Theme one: The meaning participants attach to 

their understanding of the learners’ right to human 

dignity.  

 The concept of human dignity 

 Understanding the Supremacy of the 

Constitution 

 Limitation of rights 

What are the experiences 

and the actions of educators 

regarding the promotion and 

protection of the learners’ 

right to human dignity within 

schools? 

 

Theme two: Experiences of educators regarding 

the promotion, and protection of the learners’ right 

to human dignity in schools  

 The use of the right to human dignity 

 Utterances and expressional actions 

 Fundamental aspects of the right 

What are the educators’ 

views of the practices in 

their schools that could 

infringe the right to human 

dignity? 

Theme three: Experience, infringement and 

violation of the learners’ right to human dignity  

 Evidence of infringement and violations 

 Duty imposed by the right to human dignity 

What are the educators 

views regarding the 

implementation of the 

learner’ right to human 

dignity in the school?  How 

is it implemented? 

Theme four: Implementation of the right to human 

dignity.  

 Educators’ role in implementing the right to 

human dignity 

 Infringement and violation of human dignity 
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4.5 RESEARCH FINDINGS  

4.5.1 Introduction  

The interview data was collected from the principals of the four public schools, four 

senior teachers and four Post Level 1 educators from the Gert Sibande Region. As 

suggested by Yin (2009), the interviews gave the researcher an opportunity to probe 

for in-depth information during interviews with the participants on the understanding 

of the promotion and protection of the learners’ right to human dignity in secondary 

schools. The interviews were done to explore the perceptions and experiences of the 

participants on the right to human dignity.  

4.5.2 Theme one: The participants’ understanding of the right to human dignity.  

 For this theme the concept of human dignity is explained and explored from the 

interpretation of the participants. 

4.5.2.1 The concept of human dignity 

The researcher started the interviews by exploring how participants understand the 

right to human dignity. The general perception as explained by participants is that 

they perceive human dignity as a basic human right that may not be taken away from 

a person and is enshrined in the Constitution. The following quotations indicate this 

common view of the right to human dignity: 

I think it’s one of the rights that are stipulated in the Bill of Rights in our 

Constitution, even I may not be sure whether its section 9 or 10 but definitely 

it is stipulated in the Constitution. So it’s one of the rights that every citizen is 

entitled to and it’s a basic human right. If it is basic, it means it’s applicable to 

everyone; hence all must adhere to it and to ensure that in our interaction with 

every human being in the school and even in the context of South Africa as a 

whole, we ensure that we treat people with human dignity. (ST2) 

As stipulated in the Bill of Rights, the right to human dignity is a basic right 

which means each person must be viewed as a living entity. No exposure of 

any sort on the person’s integrity should be imposed. (ST3) 
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The right to human dignity means there are things that we cannot just pound 

on learners without thinking of their emotions. It’s a right enshrined in the 

Constitution so that it is exercised at all levels of society. (P2) 

It is evident from these excerpts that the participants link the right to human dignity to 

values such as respect for a person. There is also an awareness of the Constitution 

as a guide and a source of reference for human rights issues. Other participants 

associate the right to human dignity with the African concept of Ubuntu. From the 

above quotations it is evident that educators are knowledgeable about the 

Constitution as a source of reference to the issue of the right to human dignity as a 

basic which should not be violated.  

One educator (ED2) reiterated that: 

We should try by all means to respect the inner person, and protect this right 

regardless of race, sexual orientation or background of a person. 

The participants further described the right to human dignity as something native, 

natural and inborn not taught; that learners need to be treated with dignity because 

they are human beings. The following are quotations from some of the participants: 

The right to human dignity means in other words each person must be viewed 

as a living entity. No exposure of some sort or the person’s integrity should 

always be very important. You cannot regard a human being as you would 

with other objects (P3). 

A human being must be shown respect as a person who has a future, a vision 

and who can think and who needs to be guided. As you are born, you already 

have this right within you. You are entitled to this right forever and all people 

must ensure a person is treated with dignity you deserve. (P4) 

Human dignity is something that is natural; you are born with this. As Africans 

we believe in Ubuntu (meaning dignity) which is treating a person in a human 

way; it is a right stipulated in the National Constitution and it must be 

respected by everyone. (ST1)  
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It’s one of the rights that every citizen is entitled to and it’s a basic human 

right. If it is basic it means its applicable to everyone hence all must adhere to 

it and to ensure that in our interaction with every human being in the school 

and even in the context of South Africa as a whole, we ensure that we treat 

people with human dignity. (ED3) 

Despite the awareness of the right to human dignity, a few participants were less 

unclear understanding about the concept. The following quotations indicate this: 

Human dignity means you have the right to life and basic education. (ST2) 

I am not sure but I think this right is about relations and understanding of one 

another. (ED2) 

These responses to the question on the understanding of the concept of the right to 

human dignity highlights ‘respect’ and ‘integrity’ as key aspects. Respect is used 

when relating to self and others irrespective of colour, race or religious orientation, 

(Becker et al., 2014);  

while ‘integrity’ has its roots in the valuing of the inner person in an individual (Boaz 

& Ashby 2003. Senior teacher (ST4) is quoted emphasizing the point on respect:  

Learners must also show respect to educators in order to receive back the 

respect they invested (ST4) 

The participants’ understanding of the concept human dignity included worth of a 

person and human dignity as a right enshrined in the Constitution. According to 

Bhembe (2014), human dignity is underpinned by acceptance and respect which 

consequently impacts on self-esteem and confidence. Khanna (2008) acknowledges 

that human beings should be held in high esteem and honour and be accorded a 

high reputation. His finding aligns with the finding of this study which emphasizes 

respect, integrity and worth of a person.  

This leads to understanding of the Supremacy imposed by the Constitution in 

relation to the right to human dignity.  
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4.5.2.2 Understanding the Supremacy of the Constitution 

Most participants talked of the learners’ right to human dignity as a basic 

Constitutional right. This indicates some level of understanding of the right as an 

inalienable right protected by law that should not be violated. 

In the Constitution it is stated that every individual has a right to human 

dignity. This therefore means you have a right to existence, to interact with 

others and to participate in life without fear. This is so for every learner in a 

school. Learners have a right to basic education and a clean environment as 

stipulated in chapter two of the Constitution. Of all these rights exercised at all 

levels, human dignity is one important right. (P4) 

Human dignity is a basic Constitutional right so enshrined to be observed by 

all. It is a right based on how people can be treated at any place, whether a 

work place, a school or church, at a road or in town or wherever, actually it 

just emphasizes how the people can be treated with respect they deserve; 

and it is also based on a person’s emotional well-being which must not be 

violated at any time. (ST3)  

Some educators have shown a rational understanding of the supremacy of our 

Constitution.  

The Constitution is the Supreme law of the Country and it is much more 

important to uphold (ST1)  

South Africa adopted one of the World’s best Constitutions. This is the 

supreme law of the country where the Bill of Rights was also enshrined to 

safeguard the interests of all South African citizens. (ST4) 

This study revealed that some educators think that because they are in a position of 

authority, they can impose any type of sanctions on learners. 

When learners come late for school, we sometimes subject them to tough 

exercises and we have done this for many years and I think they benefit 

through fitness. (P3) 
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Yes, it happens that sometimes we expose learners to hard labour and their 

break to get food from the feeding scheme is reduced to 15 minutes instead of 

1 hour. (P4) 

Any school rule which seems to contradict the Constitution should be deemed invalid 

according to the requirements of the Bill of Rights. At schools X and Y both principals 

(P3 and P4) admitted that they impose sanctions which are unacceptable to the 

children. Such sanctions place the educators at risk of violating the Constitution. In a 

study by De Waal and Serfontein (2014), the educators were of the opinion that 

learners need to be disciplined and there was little regard for their right to human 

dignity. The current study also confirmed that educators punished learners in ways 

that infringed their right to human dignity. Freeman (2010) found that to be 

constructive, positive and enabling, educators should practice a culture of respect 

and responsibility on the basis of the Supremacy of the Constitution. This study has 

confirmed the rationale of the understanding that the Constitution has a bearing on 

the classroom outcomes and learner confidence as suggested by Freeman (2010) 

and Sari and Doganay (2009).  Maphosa and Mammen (2011) affirm in their study 

that educators must ensure that learners enjoy equality, respect and dignity by 

creating a constructive human rights environment and dialogue.  

This study indicates a shallow acknowledgement among the educators that violating 

the value of respect and honour for human dignity may reduce the quality of school 

life and negatively affect mutual relationships as also advocated by Sari and 

Doganay (2009). This implies that educators must use the Constitution as a guide to 

create mutual respect between educators and learners, consequently enabling 

understanding within their work sphere. 

4.5.2.3 Limitations of rights 

Some participants in this study were aware that rights are not absolute but limited. In 

the following quotations participants expressed their points of view in relation to the 

limitation of the right to human dignity:  
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I agree that people should have the right in terms of their human dignity as 

human beings but the only problem is when people do not interpret them well, 

that as much as they have the right to human dignity there are also some 

restrictions which must also be enforced. You do this - there must be 

consequences. (P3) 

As we are human beings, we need respect and not respect from other people 

only, we also need to respect ourselves. I must first recognize myself that I 

am a human being, and as a human being I need to interact with other human 

beings and no one should oppress me. Moreover, I need to know how far I 

can go with my rights. (ST4) 

From the quotations above it, is evident that some participants believe that human 

dignity may be limited. According to Sari and Doganay (2009), often school codes 

and rules should be used to guide learners and educators regarding the limitations to 

a right.     

4.5.3 Theme two:  Experiences of educators regarding the promotion and protection 

of the learners’ right to human dignity in schools 

This theme explores the experiences and actions of educators regarding the 

promotion and protection of the learners’ right to human dignity within schools from 

the point of view of participants.  

4.5.3.1 Promotion of the learners’ right to human dignity 

The promotion of the right to human dignity is perceived as a specific activity. 

Participants believe that rights are promoted through certain programmes. Clearly 

participants did not make a clear distinction between the human rights issues and 

learner discipline. The participants explained:  

There are no specific activities that I can point to which the school is doing to 

promote this right (ST4).  

Yes, the past few years I would say now there is a lack of the promotion and 

protection of this right, I would say to a certain extent as a school we are no 

longer good in pursuing programmes that promote this learner right.  
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As a result this has caused the behaviour of the learners not to be acceptable. 

It’s kind of very difficult to discipline them (ED1). 

There is also the notion that the promotion of the right to human dignity should be 

done in Life Orientation lessons. 

Normally the LO [Life Orientation] teachers, they are hands on in terms of 

ensuring that in their classes or classes that they teach they teach learners 

about their rights, such that although I will be monitoring what is happening, 

these learners must know that they do have the right to human dignity and 

also that the right they have - even other people have got the same right; such 

that they must not do something that they wish not to be done unto them. (P3) 

The perception of the promotion of the right to human dignity through a subject, 

programme or activity shows a lack of ability to internalize human rights as a concept 

and a way of life. It implies that the participants feel detached from promoting the 

rights in everything they do in their school and in their relationship with others. They 

assume that it is the responsibility of certain people (like LO teachers) to promote the 

right to human dignity. The denial of responsibility in promoting the right to human 

dignity implies a superficial understanding of the right and how it manifests in the 

school and in relationships in the school. Some participants’ views imply that 

promotion of human rights is limited to certain awareness activities which are also 

used to identify high performing learners. Awards are used as incentives in 

encouraging learners’ participation in such activities. It cannot be accurately 

determined if the awareness activities carried out for competition and award 

purposes are effective in promoting the right to human dignity. Controversial topics 

are grouped and related to human dignity. 

Yes we do have activities. We have the R.A.D.S. This is where we recognize 

the learners who perform well and will be able to express themselves and give 

topics that promote rights in the school, where human dignity is one of them, 

they prepare these topics and they compete amongst themselves and we 

award them during school ceremonies. Most topics are related to dignity 

because they include topics like child abuse, sexual orientation and 

education, drugs, bullying etc.  
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We also have the candlelight ceremonies where we recognize people living 

with HIV/Aids and those whom we lost because of this disease, (ED3). 

Participants’ responses reveal that the promotion of the right to human dignity 

follows less structured forums. The following quotation explains this:  

Within the school that this right to human dignity particularly must not be 

infringed and sometimes we have courses or short courses or briefings even 

in the morning every day where we deal with issues which are contrary to 

section 10, corporal punishment for instance, mishandling of learners, 

mistreating, humiliation, and we identify these so that teachers must not 

engage in such (ST1). 

From the following quotations the researcher concluded that the educators alienate 

upholding the right to human dignity from daily activities. For example, the excerpts 

below by P1 and P4 respectively suggest that educators dissociate the learners’ right 

to human dignity from daily school activities and relationships. 

Teachers are aware of human dignity of learners but do not observe it on a 

daily basis. They ignore this right which is why the behaviour of learners in 

schools has deteriorated and continue to do so each day. The manner in 

which I carry myself, my mannerism, how I do things or how I relate to these 

learners must be a daily package this is not the case in my school in 

particular. (P1) 

We actually neglect learners and come to know of their challenges when 

confronted with a serious case. If this was carried by educators daily, then our 

problems would reduce drastically. (P4) 

The above quotations indicate that educators are not encouraged to observe and 

stress the right to human dignity during the teaching and learning process and during 

daily extra-curricular activities. It was clear that the participants do not permeate and 

infuse the right to human dignity in their teaching or other school activities. 

Participants lacked knowledge and a wide understanding of the use of the right to 

human dignity. This implies that educators need to develop and be trained in 

advocacy intervention skills if they are to become the focal point for human rights 

and human dignity in schools. The participants said: 
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Most educators have the theoretical part of rights but lack when it comes to 

practicality; because they lack the practice they tend to ignore their role and 

fall into the trap of mistreating learners. I think we all need help. (ST3) 

I think I can be able to discharge this responsibility with confidence if I can 

receive help from the department. (ED4) 

It emerged that educators in schools are unable to deal with the human dignity issue; 

hence they resort to unconstitutional activities. These findings suggest lack of a deep 

understanding of the right to human dignity as a way of life and inadequate skills to 

promote the right. The following quotations further indicate participants’ need for 

support in the form of training on how to promote the right to human dignity in a 

classroom or school situation: 

I do sometimes become reckless and sometimes end up belittling the child. 

The child’s image may be very much tainted in the process. I think with good 

training on rights the status quo can improve. (ED1) 

I am sometimes forced to act in an unfairly manner because a learner has 

made me angry. I lose it and get out of control since I don’t have answers on 

handling that situation. I definitely will welcome any training assistance if need 

be. (ED2) 

A noteworthy point made by the above quotations is that the participants felt that 

there was inadequate attention given to the role of professional growth in the area of 

human dignity. In addition, the necessity for continuous educator development in the 

understanding and promotion of the right to human dignity especially in challenging 

situations was emphasized. ED2’s response indicated that educators are important 

role models for their learners and they should be assisted to conduct themselves 

appropriately at all times and refrain from violating a learner’s right to human dignity. 

Becker and others (2015) affirm that the educator plays a role in raising the 

awareness of human rights through education as a strategy to bring about 

transformation. As such, they should demonstrate a high opinion of others and show 

concern for learners in order to motivate learners to advocate for human rights and 

promote democratic principles and practices in their schools.  
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This relates to the very important role of verbal communication in the classroom and 

the way educators address learners. 

The participants also felt that they did not have power and authority to discipline 

learners due to the fact that the learners were aware of their rights and used them to 

challenge the authority of the teachers. With the abolishment of corporal punishment, 

participants explained they often resort to making hostile or sarcastic comments to 

learners. The participants explained:  

Honestly as a principal I must admit that most of the times I give those names 

[i.e.to learners] because I feel I have no option. My educators also when they 

run out of options also resort to name calling or hurl insults at the 

learners.(P1)  

Learners also report that teacher X is giving us names. Their mood when 

there are coming to me is very difficult even to listen to them. But I understand 

their emotional stress but I don’t take their side. (P3) 

Sometimes things take place so fast such that a trusted educator behaves in 

an unbecoming way towards these children. So thinking and saying educators 

understand what they are doing would be wrong. There are few instances one 

can quote…there are children in class who cannot respect the teacher as a 

form of authority; they also don’t understand other learners in class then 

anger on the part of the educator may creep in and the teacher does 

outrageous things such as hurling insults or abusive language towards 

learners. (P4)  

It is evident from the extracts that educators violate the learners’ right to dignity out 

of frustration due to the lack of alternative means of correcting the misbehavior.  

According to the sentiments expressed during the interviews, there were instances 

where educators use inappropriate language with a child in order to upset him or her. 

The rationale behind this is that belittling as a form of discipline restores order in the 

classroom situation or school. Name calling and belittling infringes the learner’s right 

to human dignity. Le Roux and Mokhele (2011) concluded from their study that 

violence or the reckless use of words by teachers in schools tends to harm children 

and subsequently lower their self-esteem.  
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They further argued that this action precipitates feelings of guilt and anxiety in the 

child (Le Roux & Mokhele, 2011).  In this study, one participant explained:  

The teacher might end up shouting at a child in way that degrades the human 

dignity of the child. Some teachers use very bad utterances in front of other 

learners such as isidomu which translates ‘you dull thing’. Some educators 

may utter things like ‘you dizziness’. That may cause lifetime harm to the 

growth of the child. (ED2) 

According to the participants’ point of view, educators’ language and the manner in 

which they communicate with the learners sometimes opens doors to verbal abuse 

and learners shrink back and become indifferent.  Becker and others (2015) 

suggested in their study that educators should be trained on human rights to enable 

them to acquire knowledge and skills that they can use in creating a school 

environment that promotes and protects the rights of all stakeholders. Such a 

recommendation will help address the verbal violation of learners’ right to dignity as 

expressed by the participants in this study. Becker and others (2015) also revealed 

that educators who pounce on learners may do psychological or harm their 

academic performance. This finding is in line with the sentiments of this study.   

It is evident from the sub-themes that educators find it difficult to deal with learners 

with regard to issues such as sexual orientation, physical and/or mental disabilities. 

In my class I have learners who identify themselves as gays and others 

lesbians. So at times I do notice some elements of feeling shy in such 

learners. I don’t want them to think I am naming them to shame them because 

they might feel belittled. I think the human dignity issue here is the impact in 

their classroom participation. Hence as I said human dignity is considering 

others and doing so with fairness. (ED4)   

Whenever you utter something, you should be very cautious. There are 

learners with special needs; maybe they have been kept for too long in the 

system since they are slow learners. And such learners find it very difficult to 

understand simple things. The educator may end up shouting at them 

inflicting severe damage on their self-esteem. (ED2) 
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Honestly I feel very angry at slow learners and I don’t have patience for them. 

You know I have to finish the work on my pace setter. So I don’t have time for 

them. I think they must register them in special schools because here they 

suffer. (ED3) 

These excerpts clearly show that the participants have moments of frustration due to 

a lack of the skills required to handle learners with special needs. A sentiment 

expressed by ST2: ‘I sometimes think of leaving this profession because of these 

learners, highlights the lack of the necessary skills on the part of educators. The 

responses of the participants indicate certain situations where the educators are 

sensitive to the learners’ feelings and they are cautious not to infringe the learners’ 

right to dignity. Being aware of a learner’s situation does not necessarily protect the 

learner’s dignity unless action is taken to promote behaviour that shows respect for 

the right to human dignity. In some schools such actions are lacking. The following 

quotations illustrate lack of practices that promote the human rights of learners. 

Participants’ experiences showed that faulty understanding of fundamental aspects 

of the right to human dignity. The following quotations describe the challenge: 

Teachers use derogative words. Sometimes it is very clear that learners feel 

unfairly treated by educators. Their human dignity is daily 

attacked…sometimes the cases that are reported could have been averted if 

teachers were well informed on the basic aspects of this dignity thing. (ED2) 

In my view, most teachers in my school are real struggling as far as the 

correct use of a person’s dignity is concerned. For example, the things they 

say to learners first and foremost questions understanding of the basics of 

human rights. (ED1) 

My teachers know and understand how they should act towards children but 

they don’t always show it practically. (P1) 

It is very difficult for our teachers to understand because when they have to 

discipline a learner; they don’t look at the audience; they even don’t look at 

the reaction thereafter. (P2) 
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What is evident from the responses is that the participants are expressing a view that 

they are not thoroughly informed of the fundamental aspects of the right to human 

dignity. Principals P1 and P2 acknowledged this and expressed it as a challenge 

they are facing.  Similar sentiments were acknowledged at schools X and Y. Both 

principals at these sites were concerned about educators who degraded learners’ 

dignity and by so doing infringed their right to human dignity. This occurred because 

the educators were not always fully aware of the importance of the right to human 

dignity.  

According to me, teachers don’t have an understanding of the fundamental 

aspect of the right not to mention its use.  A number of incidences exist in my 

school. Some of these problems have not been solved as we speak. (P3) 

Thinking and saying teachers understand this right may be too extreme. They 

need assistance. (P4) 

Participating principals thought their subordinates (educators and senior teachers) 

experienced difficulty in understanding the fundamental aspects of human dignity. 

Hence they behave inappropriately in this regard.  

Tapola (2011) suggest that teachers should acknowledge that human dignity is an 

entitlement by virtue of being a human being. He further asserts that as educators 

discharge their responsibilities, they must do so with an understanding that human 

rights have been devised to realize and protect human dignity. This view links with 

the study findings which indicate that educators do not employ rationality nor act 

cautiously as moral agents as suggested by Schroeder (2012).  Pillay (2014) 

suggests various criteria to ensure acceptable behavior: educators must consider 

individual sentiments, consciousness, self-awareness and rationality. This is not the 

case in the schools under study according to the findings. Educators in schools do 

not show a sense of mindfulness and prudence in their daily interaction with 

learners.  

4.5.3.2 Protection of learners’ right to human dignity 

Under this sub-theme participants indicate that protection of rights is an important 

component of human dignity.  
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The following quotations described how educators protect the dignity of the learners 

by not disclosing confidential information about the learner: 

Let’s say a child is ill-disciplined and the teacher is showing or trying to 

discipline the child, the teacher must not disclose the learners problem to 

others or do it in front  others because to me that is the protection you are 

talking about. (P1) 

Especially the confidential information; Now let me say a child confines 

something to me that is personal; I don’t have the right to disclose such 

information to other people. Even the teachers can’t do that. (P2) 

I am not sure about implementation and protection but concerning protection, 

it is promoted. More especially during the formulation of certain policies the 

RCL is involved. In terms of protection maybe I will say there is some level of 

protection when applying school policies. Some educators like to refer to 

policies of the school when something has happened; especially those of 

South African Democratic Teachers Union [SADTU] (ED3). 

 

The participants understood the importance of confidentiality and refrained from 

disclosing confidential information about learners in a way that would infringe their 

right to human dignity.  Thus, participants are, to a certain extent, concerned about 

protecting the dignity of learners.  

This research further revealed that educators attempt to protect the dignity of 

pregnant teenage mothers in schools.  

As a school there are some instances where these learners fall pregnant, 

which is something we don’t expect. We do allow the child to go back home, 

give birth to the young one and that child can come back to school after 

delivery. In that instance I am acting to promote and protect their human 

dignity. (P4) 

In the quotation above P4 implies that pregnancy among girl learners presents a 

challenge in the schools but this gives rise to the opportunity to protect learners’ 

dignity. The values of acceptance and patience are required when dealing with 

teenage mothers in schools (Van Vollenhoven, 2015).  
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The study revealed pregnancy as a challenge educators face in protecting the dignity 

of teenage mothers in schools. 

 
4.5.4 Theme three: Experiences of infringement and violation of the learners’ right to 

human dignity 

 
 Participants were asked their views on practices in their schools that could infringe 

the right to human dignity. Responses were grouped into two sub-themes, namely 

evidence of infringement and violations and the duty imposed on the educators 

regarding the right to human dignity of the learner.  

4.5.4.1 Evidence of infringement and violations  

Participants admitted that violations and infringements occur in their schools. Some 

responses indicated that schools infringe the right of the dignity of the learners and 

no measures have been put in place to protect this right. 

We recently had a group of learners who were so problematic; parents were 

called to no avail; punishment was meted to all but to no avail; the leaners did 

not change. Eventually the principal involved police and the learners were 

taken to the local correctional services centre for a day. The learners claimed 

they were handed over to inmates who severely beat and punished them. 

Because this was initiated by the school, this action could have nailed us if the 

learners were knowledgeable. (ST4) 

We infringe on the human dignity of the child for example, when a teacher 

says, ‘You did not write my homework so go outside. Once this learner is 

outside, everybody in the school will know that this one is outside because did 

not do homework. The learners in class will be shouting and making remarks, 

the learner will feel ashamed, belittled or otherwise. (P2) 

It happens many times. Sometimes a learner is treated with an actions 

contravening section 10 of SASA, that is corporal punishment, humiliated by 

the teacher, and they come to my office, I have got to deal with the learner 

and the teacher and go through a misconduct of some sort for the teacher 

before it gets out of my hands, to my seniors. (ST1) 
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It was evident that some learners are insensitive to the needs of other learners. 

There is no indication of a school culture of caring and empathy towards others. 

Educators fail to create a classroom environment in which learners respect and care 

for the needs and feelings of other learners.  

The following excerpts provide evidence that some learners infringe on the rights of 

other learners and the educators do not intervene: 

This school is in deep rural area stricken by poverty and harshly economic 

challenges. A learner might come to school having a torn shoe. Such a 

learner might be prevented from fully and actively participating in class 

because others will be laughing at that child. And many instances the teacher 

will be part of making jokes of the learner poverty. Such things are infringing 

on the human dignity of the learner by other learners (ED2).  

Things happen amongst learners themselves and there is obvious 

discrimination, for example, you will find a certain learner is from a poor family 

and the suffering is so obvious. You will find that learner isolating 

herself/himself from others whilst they are playing in the school yard (ED3).  

 Participants’ responses confirm the outcomes of the study  by Bhembe (2015) who 

associated the infringement of the right to human dignity to lack of proper 

understanding of human rights. Bhembe (2015) found that educators do not 

appreciate the meaning of the right to human dignity. Some educators in schools 

infringe on the learners’ right to human dignity and disregard the full moral worth of 

learners. These findings challenge educators to adapt their current practices to 

promote values like respect and care for others to protect the learners’ right to 

human dignity. 

4.5.4.2 The duty imposed by the right to human dignity  

According to  the Constitution of South Africa (Act 108 of 1996), an enactment  of the 

Bill of Rights obligates a natural or a juristic person to the extent that, it is 

appropriate, taking into account the nature of the right and the nature of any 

requirement imposed by the right, to enforce the right,  (RSA, 1996).   
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Responses by participants indicated that educators realized that the Constitution 

imposes a duty that binds their actions. Van Vollenhoven (2015) suggests human 

rights advocacy in schools as way of helping educators to grasp the concept of a 

human rights culture.  

4.5.5 Theme four: Implementation of the right to human dignity 

What emerged in the previous theme is that educators neglect the learners’ right to 

human dignity especially when managing learner discipline. This occurred through 

hitting, ridiculing, disdaining, name-calling and scorning.  

These acts not only obstruct social growth but also hamper the promotion and 

protection of the learners’ right to human dignity in the schools.  

4.5.5.1 Educators role in implementing the right to human dignity 

The following quotations demonstrate that at times educators attempt to create 

awareness of the learners’ right to human dignity and promote this right in their 

schools. 

 
I think in general we do because even in assembly we do talk about the right 

to human dignity but including other rights as well. We are preparing these 

learners to be better citizens.  (P3)  

 

We do encourage the teachers to put topics that encourage things like the 

right to human dignity, the right to learn and to be taught and such things that 

promote human dignity in the classes. (ST3) 

There was also evidence that the learners’ right to human dignity is implemented 

through raising awareness about protecting their own bodies. 

  

We emphasize on the girls because they are more vulnerable than boys; they 

are told not to allow any person to touch their parts or anyone using inviting 

language that promotes sexual desires etc. (ED4) 
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The responses also showed schools’ efforts to devise school policies that maintain 

the minimum implementation of the right to human dignity. 

  

Yes, our school policy covers that because some where it states no learner is 

supposed to harm or bully other learners, moreover we have a document on 

alternatives to corporal punishment, so it is promoted, practiced and 

protected. (ST4) 

No, but like I said before we only rely on the policies but there are no specific 

programmes followed. But I think we do try to follow the Constitution of the 

land. There is a systematic implementation in the classroom through LO 

teaching. (ED 4)  

The findings indicate that educators refer to some school policies with regard to 

implementing the learners’ right to dignity. Despite certain endeavors to uphold the 

learners’ right to dignity, there is a lack of convincing evidence that educators 

intentionally and continually protect the learners’ right to dignity in their schools.  

 

4.6 SUMMARY OF THE CHAPTER 

In chapter 4 the researcher discussed findings of the study in relation to literature 

with literature on human rights. In the next chapter the researcher presents a 

summary of the findings, draws conclusion of the study and makes 

recommendations based on the findings of the study. Suggestions for future studies 

are made as well as limitations of this study. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS, CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

In the previous chapter the researcher presented the findings of this study. This final 

chapter concludes the research study on the educators’ understanding of the 

learners’ right to human dignity in secondary schools. The study sets out to answer 

the research question: 

How do secondary school educators understand and view the learners’ right to 

human dignity within a school context? 

 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted in order to answer the question above. 

This chapter begins with a summary of findings of the educators’ views in the light of 

the literature on the topic. The chapter concludes by formulating recommendations. 

5.2 SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

The researcher has categorized findings according to the four themes developed 

during data analysis.  

5.2.1 Understanding of the concept of the right to human dignity 

Participants recognized human dignity as a basic human right that cannot be violated 

by anyone and that all human beings must be treated with respect irrespective of 

colour, race or religious background. Participants in this study associated human 

dignity to the concept of Ubuntu, which refers to treating human beings with the 

dignity they deserve. This finding concurs with Serame and others (2013) who found 

that the basis of respect for children’s rights is framed in respecting the inner person 

of a human being. 

Although some educators showed knowledge of the Constitution as a source of 

reference when talking about human dignity, other educators had a different 

perception and a vague understanding on the concept of human dignity which 

highlighted the need for a common understanding to be communicated to all South 

African schools. 
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Respect and integrity emerged as key aspects upon which human dignity is framed. 

The findings of this theme reveal that human dignity is a concept concerned with the 

respect and worth of an individual with the keywords integrity and respect. Respect 

is achieved when one person recognizes others as important and deserving 

reverence.  While most participants, to a certain extent, perceived the right to human 

dignity as a basic right, some educators have misconceptions about the concept. 

5.2.2 Experiences of educators regarding the promotion and protection of the 

learners’ right to human dignity in schools 

Participants perceived promotion of the learners’ right to human dignity as a specific 

activity or programme which implied that the promotion of this right is limited to 

certain awareness activities. The participants did not distinguish between human 

rights issues and discipline, highlighting the need for a common understanding of a 

human rights education in schools. Educators separate the upholding of the right to 

human dignity from daily activities in schools and educators are not encouraged to 

infuse an understanding of this right in their teaching or school activities. 

Educators are important role models to their learners and as such are expected to 

conduct themselves appropriately. There was evidence from this study which 

showed that educators still resort to corporal punishment as a means of correcting 

learner behaviour. Although this was not the main aim of this study, it emerged as a 

major cause of most violations that occur in schools. The use of inappropriate 

language towards learners by educators in the form of name calling or belittling was 

found to be prevalent. This violated the learners’ right to human dignity that caused 

low self-esteem among learners. Participants were found, to a certain extent, to be 

concerned about protecting the right to human dignity in schools but lacked 

appropriate skills to do so. 

Educators infringed the learners’ right to human dignity and there was no indication 

of a school culture of caring. Learners are insensitive to needs of fellow learners. 

Educators fail to create classroom environments in which learners respect and care 

for feelings of other learners. There is disregard for the full moral worth of learners in 

schools as suggested by Bhembe (2014).  
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Educators do not take into consideration that the constitutional enactment that 

imposes a duty that binds their actions. 

5.2.3 Experiences of infringement and violation of the learners’ right to human dignity 

 

Name-calling, ridiculing and degrading of learners and character assassination were 

common in the four cases. Some disciplinary measures used by educators are 

outlawed for example, making learners to run round the school yard when they are 

late for school. According to Becker and Parker (2014), SASA requires that teachers 

use punitive measures which benefit the learners positively. There was evidence that 

corporal punishment is still used in the four schools. This act is labelled as the 

highest form of human degradation by the South African Schools Act of 1996, (RSA, 

1996). Human dignity is a right that has been easily violated, consciously and 

unconsciously, by educators in the schools under study as pointed out in the 

quotations above. Educators defended themselves instead of expressing reflective 

views on their practices. Some educators were not sufficiently informed of the 

contents of the Bill of Rights.  This lack of understanding impacted negatively on 

their classroom practices; hence the negative reports on infringements and violations 

on the right to human dignity of learners. 

5.2.4 Views of educators regarding the implementation of the learners’ right to 

human dignity in their schools 

There was evidence that educators attempt to create awareness of the right to 

human dignity in some cases, for example, learners are taught awareness of the 

importance of protecting their own bodies. The findings of this study shows that 

schools make efforts to create school policies that embody minimum implementation 

of the right to human dignity. However, there was lack of convincing proof that these 

policies are intentionally devised to protect the learners’ right to human dignity in 

their schools. 

Three of the four schools could not provide sufficient evidence that they have a 

systematic programme to monitor the implementation of the learners’ right to human 

dignity.  
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Only school Q had a clear illustration of programmes incorporated in their teaching 

process which aimed to protect and promote human rights in their school. With the 

other schools the challenges lie in the fact that educators cannot satisfactorily 

interpret human rights.  This highlights the importance of providing effective ways of 

supporting educators with a better understanding of the human dignity issue and 

human rights.  

5.3 CONCLUSION 

The study on the educators’ understanding of the learners’ right to human dignity in 

secondary schools was carried out at four public schools in the Gert Sibande 

Region-Mpumalanga. It was revealed that human dignity is a concept concerned 

with the respect for the worth of an individual with the keywords integrity and respect. 

Respect is achieved when one person recognizes others as important and deserving 

reverence.  While most participants perceived the right to human dignity as a basic 

right, some educators have misconceptions about the concept of the right to human 

dignity. There is evidence that learners continue to be exposed to belittlement and 

are rendered vulnerable and defenseless in the face of their educators. Name-

calling, ridiculing and degrading of learners and character assassination are common 

in the four cases. Some disciplinary measures used by educators are outlawed for 

example, making learners to run round the school yard when they are late for school.  

The research findings confirm a lack of clear guidelines which assist educators to 

use and implement the right to human dignity in secondary schools. The guideline 

can assist educators not only to develop systematic programmes, but also to ensure 

the promotion and protection of the learners’ right to human dignity in their schools. 

Three of the four sites could not provide sufficient evidence that they have a 

systematic programme used to monitor the implementation of the learners’ right to 

human dignity in their schools. Educators appeared to defend themselves instead of 

expressing their reflective views on their practices. The study provided evidence that 

some educators were not sufficiently familiar with the contents of the Bill of Rights.  

This lack of understanding has impacted negatively on their classroom practices; 

hence the negative reports on infringements and violations of the right to human 

dignity of learners.  
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The findings of this research show the necessity to conduct more school based 

research that will open dialogue on how to integrate rights in teaching and learning 

activities. Educators lack ideas on how to make their interaction with learners more 

positive and constructive in their schools within the confines of the Constitution. This 

study confirms the findings of Serame and others (2013) which call for a culture of 

humanity and accountability in our schools.  

5.4 RECOMMENDATIONS  

From the data collected from interviews with educators of the four schools under 

study and the analysis of the accessed school documents for each school, the 

researcher developed recommendations as follows: 

5.4.1 Recommendation one  

The researcher recommends that education authorities should establish a framework 

within which educators may be trained in understanding the concept of human 

dignity as provided for in section 10 of the Constitution in the Bill of Rights and that 

educators are assisted to reduce the cases of abuse and degrading of learners’ 

rights in schools as established by the research study. 

5.4.2 Recommendation two 

The findings of this study reveal that three out of the four schools under study do not 

have a systematic programme for tracking the promotion and protection of human 

dignity in their schools. The researcher suggests that every school should a specific 

programme designed to promote the right to human dignity of learners and all the 

other stakeholders. Each school should revisit its operational policies and design a 

user friendly policy to address the issue of human rights and human dignity in 

particular. There should be in-service-courses for educators that focus on creating a 

school culture that promotes and protects the right to human dignity of everybody in 

the school. There should be forums in which schools can showcase best practices 

and a strong school culture of promotion and protection of the right to human dignity 

and other human rights relevant to the school context. 
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5.4.3 Recommendation three 

The research findings indicated that some educators in schools infringe the learners’ 

right to human dignity daily on an ongoing basis. This suggests that many learners 

find themselves defenseless and vulnerable in South African schools. In light of this 

finding, the researcher recommends that the Department of Education should 

establish a committee whose function should be to conduct a monitoring audit of 

compliance in terms of human rights abuses in all public schools. This can be done 

by conducting unscheduled school visits to observe the conduct of the learners and 

educators regarding the promotion and protection of the right to human dignity 

among other rights related to education. Schools that are found to have acted un-

constitutional can, for example, be given an initial warning and eventually be 

blacklisted by the authorities and lose certain privileges. Community involvement is 

also crucial in sensitizing learners, teachers and other stakeholders towards 

practices and behaviours that infringe the right to human dignity. All stakeholders 

ought to be involved in the creation of a school culture that upholds the right to 

human dignity. 

5.4.4 Recommendation four   

This study shows that some educators in the selected schools had misconceptions 

concerning the right to human dignity and are not in a position to correctly implement 

the requirements of the right to human dignity as stated in the Constitution of South 

Africa. The researcher in this study recommends that the Department of Education 

should develop binding guidelines for School Management Teams (SMTs) which can 

be used to interpret and implement the requirements of the Bill of Rights especially 

section 10. The promotion and protection of the right to human dignity should be 

normative in schools. Mission and vision statements should incorporate values that 

lead to the promotion and protection of the right to human dignity. The school code 

should indicate the measures to be taken when learners infringe the right to human 

dignity of other learners. 
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5.5 LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

Limitations are acknowledged to be constraints that may be imposed on a study and 

to comprehend the context in which research claims are made (Yin, 2009; Merriam, 

2009). Potential limitations that were encountered in this study included the fact that 

it was challenging to gain access to various institutions despite permission granted 

by the Department of Education; the time available did not allow the researcher to 

extend the research to other parts of the country; resources may have been limited, 

the credibility of information from participants, availability and non-availability of 

information, exaggeration and amplification of information provided by participants 

trying to impress the researcher were a possibility. It sometimes happened that 

participants withheld important information. The fact that the study focused on a case 

study of selected individual participants in particular schools in one province, in a 

particular region, means that the findings of the study research cannot be 

generalized to other provinces, districts, regions or school circumstances and 

cultures (Merriam, 2009). In view of the fact that the study involved document 

analysis, some school principals became suspicious and refused to make their 

school documents available for analysis, for example, school codes of conduct and 

school discipline codes. The researcher may have been subjective and biased in the 

interpretation of the data and findings; however, the supervisor commented critically 

on biased reporting and analysis. The limitations of interviews as the main source of 

information may also have reduced the researcher’s ability to triangulate data apart 

from comparing the responses of the different participants. 
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5.6 FUTURE STUDIES 

 The researcher concludes that further research could be carried out on the 

understanding of the learners’ right to human dignity in South African schools being 

guided by the following themes: 

 What should be done to ensure an improved perception and the practice of 

the promotion and protection of the human dignity in secondary schools? 

 To what extent does the current schooling system pose a risk to the 

development of the right to human dignity within a South African schools 

context? 

 What is the perception of the school community regarding the promotion and 

protection of the right to human dignity in secondary schools?  



 

63 

 

References  
 
Al-Daraweesh, F. (2013). Human Rights and Human Rights Education: Beyond the 

Conventional Approach. Journal of Peace Education and Justice, 7(1):38-58. 

 

Alston, P. (2002). People’s Rights. Refugee Survey Quarterly, 21(1): 381-382. 

 

Bardi, A., & Schwartz, S. H. (2003). Values and behaviour: Strength and structure of 

relations. Personality and social psychology bulletin, 29(10), 1207-1220. 

Barrett, D.E., Cassey, J.E., Visser, D.R. & Headley, K.N. (2012). How do teachers 

make judgements about ethical and unethical behaviours? Towards development of 

a code of conduct for teachers. Teaching and Teacher Education, 28(6): 890-898. 

 

Baxter, P., & Jack, S. (2008). Qualitative Case Study Methodology: Study Design 

and Implementation for Novice Researchers . The Qualitative Report, 13(4), 544-559 

Becker, A,, De Wet, A. & Parker, G (2015). Moving towards understanding one 

another: Cornelia Roux on religion, culture and human rights. Journal for the Study 

of Religion, 27(1):234-266. 

 

Becker, J.A. (2013). Curriculum and intra-dialogic spaces: Consciousness and 

becoming in identity construction based on human rights values. PhD thesis. 

Potchefstroom: North-West University. Available at: 

http://dspace.nwu.ac.za/bitstream/handle/10394/87 91/Becker_JA.pdf? Sequence=1. 

Accessed 9 October 2015. 

 

Becker, A., de Wet, A & van Vollenhoven, W. (2015). Human rights literacy: Moving 

towards rights-based education and transformative action through understandings of 

dignity, equality and freedom. South African Journal of Education, 35(2):1-12.  

Bhembe, MM. (2015). School uniforms and human dignity of learners in Swaziland. 

Unpublished M Ed dissertation  UP Space Repository 2015,  University of Pretoria. 

 

http://dspace.nwu.ac.za/bitstream/handle/10394/87


 

64 

 

Bryan, B. et al. 2008. “The Family-Go-Round: Family Complexity and Father 

Involvement from a Father’s Perspective.” The ANNALS of the American Academy 

of Political and Social Science , 654(1): 169-184. 

Botha, H. (2009). Human Dignity in Comparative perspective. Journal of International 

law. 2(1): 171-220. 

Burnard, P, et al. (2006) "Documenting ‘possibility thinking’: A journey of 

collaborative enquiry." International Journal of Early Years Education, 14(3): 243-

262. 

City Press. (2015). Families reluctant to lay criminal charges against educator. 09 

August:  11. 

Creswell, J.W. (2003). Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed 

Methods Approaches. 2nd Ed. New Delhi: Sage.  

 

Creswell, J.W. (2009). Research Design. Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed 

Methods Approaches. London: Sage. 

Cohen et al (2000). Research Methods in Education. http://lst-iiep.iiep-

unesco.org/cgi-bin/wwwi32.exe/[in=epidoc1.in]/?t2000=011160/(100). . Incl. bibl., 

index. 

Cotzee, S. & Mienie, C. (2013). South African educators’ mutually inclusive 

mandates to promote human rights and positive discipline. Perspectives in 

Education, 31(1): 269-276. 

Dayton, J. & Dupre, A.P. (2009). A child’s right to human dignity: reforming ant-

bullying laws in the United States. Irish Educational Studies, 28(3), 333-350. 

Dembour, M. (2010). What are Human Rights? Four Schools of Thought. Human 

Rights Quarterly, 32(1): 1-20. 

 

De Wet, C. (2006). Free State educators‟ experiences and recognition of bullying at 

school. South African Journal of Education, 26(1):61-73. 

De Waal, E & Serfontein, E. (2014). Towards successful schooling: The role of 

courts and schools in protecting conflicting individual educator and learner rights. 

Perspectives in Education, 44(1): 65-89. 



 

65 

 

Ersoy, A.E. (2012). An area neglected in citizenship education: children’s education 

at home and at school. International Online Journal of Educational Sciences, 

4(2):359-376. 

Freeman, M.D.A. (2010). Upholding the Dignity and Best Interest of Children: 

International Law and the Corporal Punishment of Children. Law and Contemporary 

Problems, 73: 211-251. 

Goddard, W & Melville, S, (2004). Research Methodology: An Introduction. Cape 

Town: Juta and Company Ltd.  

Golafshani, N. (2003). Understanding Reliability and Validity in Qualitative Research. 

The Qualitative Report, 8(4), 597-606.  

Hammett, D. & Staeheli, L.A. (2011). Respect and responsibility: Teaching 

citizenship in South African high schools. International Journal of Educational 

Development, 31: 269-276. 

Hancock, P.G & Simpson, N.C. (2009). Fifty years of Operational Research and 

Emergency response. Journal of Operational Research Society, 60(1): 126-139. 

Heyns, C. (2004). The African regional human rights system: In need of 

reform? African Human Rights. LJ, 1, 155. 

Holloway, I & Wheeler, S. (2002). Qualitative Research in Nursing. 2nd edition. 

Oxford: Blackwell. 

Houghton, S.A. (2012). Intercultural Dialogue in Practice: Managing value judgement 

through Foreign Language Education. North York, Canada: Multilingual Matters.  

Imenda, S. (2014). Is there a conceptual difference between theoretical and 

conceptual frameworks? Journal of Social Sciences.38 (2):185-195.  

Joubert, R. & Prinsloo, S. (2001). Educational Law: a practical guide for educators. 

Pretoria: Van Schaik. 

Khanna, R. (2008). Indignity positions: East Asia cultures critique, 16(1), 39-77. 

Kruss, G. (2001). Towards Human Rights in South African Schools: an agenda for 

research and practice. Race Ethnicity and Education. 4, (1): 45-62. 



 

66 

 

 

Liehr, P & Smith, M.J. (1999). Middle range theory: Spinning research and practice 

for the New Millennium. Advanced Research in Nursing Science,  21(4): 81-91. 

 

Lindner, E.G., Hartling, L.M. & Spalthoff, U. (2011). Human dignity and humiliation 

studies: A global network advancing dignity through dialogue. Policy Futures in 

Education, 9(10): 66-73. 

Lishchinky-Shapira, O. (2011). Teachers’ critical incidents: Ethical dilemmas in 

Teaching practice. Teaching and Teacher Education, 27 : 648-656. 

Leedy, P.D. & Ormrod, J.E. (2010). Practical research: planning and design. 9th 

edition. New York: Pearson. 

Le Roux, C & Mokhele, P.R. (2011). The persistence of violence in South African 

Schools: In search of Solutions. Africa Education Review, 8(2): 126 -143 

Maboe, T.P. (2013). A model to assist teachers in implementing children’s rights in 

schools. South African Journal of Education, 1- 17. 

Maphosa, C. & Mammen, K.J. (2011). Maintaining Discipline: How do Learners View 

the Way Teachers Operate in South African Schools? Journal of Social Sciences, 

29(3): 213-222. 

Mathe, K.S.J. (2012). Discipline, safety and security in schools: challenge for school 

management.  Unpublished D Ed thesis. University of Johannesburg, Johannesburg. 

Mawson, N. (2004). State liable for school rape. The Teacher, 3 Jan. 

McCrudden, C. (2008). Human Dignity and Judicial Interpretation of Human Rights. 

The European Journal of International Law, 19(4): 655-724. 

Meier, C., Van Wyk J.N. & Lemmer, E.M. (2007). Multicultural education and 

diversity in schooling In: Wolhuter C.C, Lemmer E.M & de Wet N,C. (Eds.) 

Comparative Education: Education Systems and contemporary issues. Pretoria: Van 

Schailk. 

Mercer, N. & Littleton, K. (2007). Dialogue and the Development of Children's 

Thinking: a sociocultural approach. London: Routledge. 



 

67 

 

Merriam, S. B. (2009). Qualitative Research. A guide to design and implementation. 

Revised and Expanded from qualitative research and case study applications in 

education. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Mudzongo, G. (2002). Promoting police observance of human rights: the 

mainstreaming model of human rights education in police training.  Ph D Thesis. 

University of Lund, Lund, Sweden. 

 

Murray, C. (2010). Children’s rights in Rwanda: a hierarchical or parallel model of 

implementation? International Journal of Children’s Rights. 18(2010):387-403.  

 

Naicker, A.; Myburgh, C. & Poggenpoel, M. (2014). Learners’ experiences of 

teachers’ aggression in a secondary school in Gauteng, South Africa. Health SA 

Gesondheid, 19(1): 1- 7.  

 

Pillay, J. (2014). Advancement of children’s rights in Africa: A social justice 

framework for school psychologists. School Psychology International. 35(3): 225–

240. 

Prinsloo, I.J. (2005). How safe are South African Schools? South African Journal of 

Education. 25 (1): 5-10. 

Reid, S. A., Byrne, S., Brundidge, J. S., Shoham, M. D. and Marlow, M. L. (2007), 

German Abstract. Human Communication Research, 33: 143–162.  

Republic of South Africa 1996. South African Schools Act (Act 84 of 1996). Pretoria: 

Government Printer. 

Reyneke, M. (2011). The right to dignity and restorative justice in schools. Journal of 

Politics, 14(6): 129-217. 

Sari, M., & Doganay, A. (2009). Hidden Curriculum on Gaining the Value of Respect 

for Human Dignity: A Qualitative Study in Two Elementary Schools in 

Adana. Educational Sciences: Theory and Practice, 9(2): 925-940. 



 

68 

 

Serame, N.J., Oosthuizen, I.J., Wolhuter, C.C. & Zulu, C. (2013). An investigation 

into the disciplinary methods used by teachers in a secondary township school in 

South Africa. Koers-Bulletin for Christian Scholarship, 78(3): 1-6. 

Unluer, S. (2012). Being an insider researcher while conducting case study research. 

The Qualitative Report, 17(58): 1-14. 

United Nations, Charter of the United Nations, 24 October 1945, 1 UNTS XVI, 

available at: http://www.unwebsite.com/charter [accessed 9 July 1980] 

Schroeder, S.A. (2012). Does The Moral Arc of the Universe Really Bend Toward 

Justice?  Journal of General Internal Medicine, 27(11): 1397–1399. 

 

Snauwaert, T. (2013). Toward a Hermeneutical Theory of International Human 

Rights Education.  Educational Theory, 63 (4): 389-412. 

Tapola, A.M. (2011). Human Dignity within teacher Education: A Matter of 

Individualism, Competitiveness, and Strategic Rationality. International Journal of 

Research and Studies, 27(8):1245-1254. 

Van Vollenhoven, W. J. (2007). Learners’ understanding of their right to freedom of 

expression in South Africa. (Doctoral dissertation, University of Pretoria). 

Wolhuter, C.C. & Van Staden, J.G. (2008). Bestaan daar ’n dissiplinekrisis binne 

Suid-Afrikaanse skole? Belewenis van opvoeders [Is there a discipline crisis in South 

African schools? Experience of educators]’, Tydskrif vir Geesteswetenskappe, 48(3): 

389–398. 

Wubbels, T. (2011). An international perspective on classroom management: What 

should prospective teachers learn? Teaching Education, 22(2): 113-131. 

 

Yin, R. K. (2009). Case study research: Design and methods (4th Ed.). Thousand 

Oaks, CA: Sage. Canadian Journal of Action Research, 14(1): 69-71.  

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3475820/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3475820/
http://philpapers.org/rec/ALDTAH
http://philpapers.org/rec/ALDTAH


 

69 

 

ANNEXURE A: 

A LETTER TO THE HEAD OF DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 

      

       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

19 July 2016 

The Head of Department 

Mpumalanga Department of Education 

Private Bag X11341 

Nelspruit 

1200 

 

Dear Sir/Madam 

RE: PERMISSION TO CONDUCT RESEARCH STUDY 

I hereby request permission to conduct a research study at four public secondary 

schools in the Gert Sibande Region in the Mpumalanga Province. I am currently 

enrolled in the Faculty of Education University of Pretoria, and am in the process of 

writing my Masters dissertation. The study is entitled ‘Educators understanding of 

the learners’ right to human dignity in secondary schools.’  The main objective 

of this study is to investigate the educators’ understating of the use and 

implementation of the learner right to human dignity in secondary schools.  

This study will not only help me to gain understanding of the educators perceptions 

on the learner right to human dignity but will also help explore the strategies that can 

assist educators to promote and protect the right to human dignity.  
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I intend to conduct semi-structured interviews with the principal, an SMT member or 

senior teacher and one PL1educator from each of the selected schools. A total of 

twelve participants will be involved in the study. The four schools have been 

purposively chosen to give the research a broad view and acceptable degree of 

diversity.  The rationale behind this choice is to consider in-depth understanding of 

educators’ perceptions through experience. In this case study, participants chosen 

shall be those who have taught for at least four years or more in the four (4) selected 

high schools. 

The names of participants and their schools will be kept anonymous and their views 

will be kept confidential. The participants who volunteer to participate will be given 

consent forms to sign.  The participants will be routinely offered feedback on the 

study, and an opportunity to comment on the collected data. In addition participants 

will be informed of their right to withdraw from the study should they choose not to 

continue participating in the study. No costs will be incurred by the school or 

individual participants by taking part in this study. Interviews will be held at a 

convenient place to the participant outside working hours. There will be no 

interference with the school teaching time. A copy of the completed dissertation will 

be made available to the University of Pretoria library. The participants and the 

Mpumalanga department of Education will be given a summary of the main findings 

of this study. 

 

I thank you in advance for your assistance in this matter. I am looking forward to a 

positively considered response. 

 

Yours faithfully 

 

……………………….   

 …………………… 

Richard Pitso Zwane    Dr. T.A.  Ogina 

Student Researcher     Supervisor  
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ANNEXURE B: 

LETTER TO THE SCHOOL PRINCIPAL 

 

 

 

       

 

 

Faculty of Education 

Department of education 

Management and policy studies 

19 July 2016 

The Principal 

Volksrust/Wakkerstoom circuits 

2470 

 

Dear Principal 

 

RE: PERMISSION TO CONDUCT RESEARCH STUDY AT YOUR SCHOOL 

Kindly receive this letter requesting permission to conduct research study with you at 

your school. I am currently enrolled in the faculty of education at the University of 

Pretoria, and am in the process of writing my Masters dissertation. The study is 

entitled ‘educators understanding of the learners’ right to human dignity in 

secondary schools’. The study has been approved by the Ethics Committee of the 

Faculty of Education of the University of Pretoria and has been given the reference 

number……………….  

 I hope you will avail me an opportunity to conduct a semi-structured interview with 

yourself, and analyse documents in your office that pertain to the learner right to 

human dignity namely the school’s Constitution, code of conduct and other relevant 

school policies. Your name will be kept anonymous and your views will be kept 

confidential. The interview will last for a period not exceeding   one hour, and you will 

be free to suggest the time and the venue on the school premises that will be 

convenient to you. The interview will be both noted down and tape recorded.  
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No costs will be incurred by you or the school. I have attached an interview schedule 

consisting of all questions to be asked and relevant documents to be analysed.  

Your school has been purposively selected so as to give the Research study a broad 

view and to reflect the acceptable degree of diversity. You and your school will not 

be identified either by name or by implication by any reader or findings of this study 

Research. You will be routinely offered feedback and allowed to modify data which 

you do not want to be used in the Research. In addition, you will be allowed to 

discontinue with the study at any point.  

I hope the findings of the Research will be of great help to you and your staff, and 

together we might find solutions that will enable that the teaching-learning process 

takes place in an environment where the learner right to human dignity is promoted, 

protected and guaranteed. If you agree to participate in this Research, kindly fill in 

and sign the consent form attached. Should you have any difficulties or queries, feel 

free to contact me by email at dvn.mystery@gmail.com  or at 083 769 2707. 

 

Your assistance in taking part in this Research is highly appreciated. 

 

Yours faithfully  

 

 

……………………….    ……………… 

Richard Pitso Zwane    Dr. TA Ogina 

Student Researcher     Supervisor  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:dvn.mystery@gmail.com
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ANNEXURE C: 

APPROVAL LETTER FROM THE HEAD OF DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 
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Enquires: Zwane RP      P.O. Box 2123 

Cell No: 083 769 2707      Volksrust 

         2470 

Dear Participant 

RE: REQUEST FOR YOUR CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE THE STUDY 

RESEARCH. 

You are humbly requested to participate in the research study aimed at collecting 

data on ‘educators understanding of the learners’ right to human dignity in secondary 

schools’. I am currently an M.Ed Educational Leadership student at University of 

Pretoria. Your participation in this research remains voluntary. Confidentiality and 

anonymity is guaranteed and if you decide to withdraw from the study research you 

may do so at any stage. The purpose and the process will be explained fully and you 

will not be placed at risk or harm of any kind. I will meet you and explain the purpose 

and the aim of the study research. Furthermore I will give clear information about the 

following: 

 The title of the research study  

 The purpose of the study 

 What is expected of you in the study 

 And your rights as a participant. 

 

An arrangement of 30 to 45 minutes interview will be made for each participant 

individually. If you are willing to participate in this study, please sign the attached 

consent form as a declaration of your participation.  

ANNEXURE D: 

CONSENT LETTER AND FORM TO PARTICIPANTS 



 

75 

 

If you have any questions or you need clarification, do not hesitate to contact my 

supervisor or me at the numbers given below.  

I hope and trust my request will receive your favourable consideration and I am 

waiting to receive a positive feedback from you. 

 

Yours faithfully  

 

                 

RP Zwane (Researcher)    Dr. T.A. Ogina (Supervisor) 

Cell: 083 769 2707     012 420 5730 

Email: dvn.mystery@gmail.com   taogina@up.ac.za 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:dvn.mystery@gmail.com
mailto:taogina@up.ac.za
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Faculty of Education 

Department of education 

Management and policy studies 

30 August 2016 

CONSENT FORM 

VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION IN THE RESEARCH STUDY ENTITLED: 

‘Educators understanding of the learners’ right to human dignity in secondary 

schools.’ 

I ………………………   ………………………….. the principal/deputy principal/senior  

Teacher/PL1 educator in the…………………………….......... Region, hereby 

voluntarily agree to participate in the above mentioned study. I declare that the 

following issues have been thoroughly explained to me by Mr RP Zwane (student 

Researcher), currently a Med student (educational leadership) at the university of 

Pretoria: 

 The aim, scope, purpose, possible consequences and benefits of the 

research. 

 The method of collecting data needed in this Research. 

 The means by which the Research will attempt to ensure confidentiality, 

anonymity and integrity of the data collected. 

 That I am at liberty to withdraw from the study at any time. 

 

…………………………… 
RP ZWANE (Researcher) 
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ANNEXURE E: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 

     

Interview schedule  

Introduction  

Name of school (Pseudonym) …………………………………………………. 

Name of Educator/Principal/HOD (Pseudonym): 

……………………………………………. 

Establish rapport: Introduce myself, explain why I’m here and make interviewee feel 

relaxed. 

Mention the length of the interview and motivate how the information the handling of 

human dignity in schools is important. 

 

 

 

 

INTERVIEWER DETAILS   
  
Full Name: Zwane Richard Petso 
Email: dvn.mystery@gmail.com 
Phone; 083 769 2707 
Student number: UP_25492374 
Department: Education Management and Policy 
Studies 

Outline the Purpose of study to participant:  

The main objective of this study is to investigate how educators' understand the use 

and implementation of the learners' right to human dignity in secondary schools. The 

study will be carried out in the Gert Sibande Region in the Mpumalanga Province. 

Educators from four schools are involved in the study. This includes your school.  

The main research question:  

How do secondary school educators understand the learners’ right to human dignity 

within a school context? 

mailto:dvn.mystery@gmail.com
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Preliminary information: 

Tell me briefly about yourself 

Your teacher qualifications 

Your experience (including Subjects you teach) in the teaching business.  

Tell me briefly about your school, how do you describe your school? 

Your involvement in the schools teaching process and/or discipline activities 

Sub-questions: 

1. What do you understand by the right to human dignity? Explain. 

2. Do you think your colleagues understand the use of the right to human 

dignity? What about you, do you think you understand the use of this right? 

3. What are your experiences with regard to the promotion of the learners’ right 

to human dignity within the school? 

4. Can you relate some of the practices in the school which you think could 

infringe the right to human dignity? 

5. What is your view regarding the implementation of the learner’ right to human 

dignity in the school, is it implemented? Or how is it promoted/protected? 

Closing 

Close by mentioning the importance of study and allow interviewee to ask 

questions if any. Thank interviewee and highlight the benefit and state that the 

findings will be made available. The will not only help me to gain understanding of 

the perceptions of educators on the learners' right to human dignity but will also 

help explore the strategies that can assist educators to promote and protect the 

right to human dignity. 
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ANNEXURE F: 
    

INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT SAMPLE    
  
 

Date: 02 September 2016  Time: 12:41 PM VOICE CODE: D004 

Interview Transcript 7(reviewed 16 February 2017) 

Information after follow-up interview 

Interviewee: Principal 4(Pseudonym: voice of P4)    

Interviewer: Student researcher-UP (Abbreviated: SR) 

Interview set up and venue: Principal’s Office, quiet, comfortable & no disruptions 

experienced. 

 

  

Start of interview: 

SR: Thank you so much Sir for allowing me to use you as a participant in this 

research study. My name is Mr Zwane a student at the University of Pretoria 

pursuing a Master’s Programme in Educational Leadership. Please be informed that 

I am not going to use your actual name including the name of your school.  

SCHOOL Y 

Summary of Preliminary information:  

▪  Teaching Experience 

o 35 years 

▪ In the principal position 

o 15 years as Principal. 

▪  Highest qualifications 

o STD/FDE/BA: and Bed Hons. 

▪  Duties in the school 

o As the principal I am responsible for the general management  

of the school including. 

o  and not limited to learner discipline, time tabling, class teaching (Life 

Sciences) and HODs monitoring and all other general affairs of the 

school. 

▪ School description: 

o Township school 

o 1374 learners and 49 Teachers 
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I will be using pseudonyms for both you and your school. This is done to keep 

everything confidential to protect you and the image of your school. The main 

purpose of the study is to investigate how educators understand the use and the 

implementation of the learner right to human dignity in secondary schools. We shall 

now go through the preliminary questions. I would like you to tell me about yourself, 

your teacher qualifications, your involvement in the teaching process and your 

experience. 

P4: Thank you Mr Zwane. It’s a pleasure for me to be included in this investigation. I 

will do my best to present what I know. In terms of education I have been here for 

more than 35 years, actually I am about to retire from the teaching profession 

because I am old. Experience may sometimes offer more of what you have seen 

over the years. In connection with your topic when talking of human dignity etc., I will 

have to put in my perception and my understanding. As I indicated that I have been 

teaching more than 35 years and I came to this school 15 years ago. So I am one of 

the experienced educators and the eldest for that matter. Concerning my 

qualifications, I obtained the formal primary teachers certificate, after that I upgraded 

my studies with Vista and I got the FEC, and I furthered again with Vista and 

obtained a secondary teachers Diploma. I then did my BA at Unisa, and then I went 

to Durban Westville University and got my PED. I took a one year study leave to 

pursue my studies. I then went to Wits University and did the senior education 

certificate. I also got some skills through SACE and here I was just updating my 

skills, since this was available to us for free by the Department of Education. In terms 

of the subject that I teach, I qualified to teach Biology but it is now Life Sciences. I 

am currently helping matriculates with evolution. This was after I interviewed my 

teachers they told me learners are struggling a lot so I had to intervene. During 

weekends I organise them and assist these learners to understand this topic better. 

Then again in terms of our school, it has a history of more than 40 years in 

existence. 

SR: You mean this is one of the oldest schools in this community? 

P4: Yes. 

SR: Round about those upheavals in Soweto, when Afrikaans was a language that 

was imposed on the Blacks mainly, so this school started there in 1976.  
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P4: As I have just said I have been in this school for more than 30 years. I came 

here as an HOD and I then became the Deputy Principal. My work was recognised 

and then finally became the Principal of the school. 

SR: So you have now up the ladder of all these line functions of the school? 

P4: Yes 

SR: So you now know this school in and out? 

P4: Yes that’s true, and in terms of our results, we had top results in 2013 where we 

got 82% and thereafter we are experiencing some drop in the results in 2014 and 

2015 where we got around 50%. This has put a lot of pressure on teachers and me 

of running this institution. 

SR: May I know your involvement in the school because as a school manager I know 

there are many activities you are involved in but I strictly want that part where you 

are involved in the discipline processes in the school? 

P4: In the discipline processes what I can say for now is we’ve got a disciplinary 

committee in the school and whenever they call their meetings I also attend these 

meetings. I am always invited over to discuss issues pertaining to discipline 

according to the level of type of discipline/misconduct and the action that must be 

taken. 

SR: Do you have a working document for the operation of this committee? 

P4: Yes we do. I am fully involved with this committee. I always encourage teachers 

to work with the learners in order to address issues of their concern in terms of the 

curriculum, so that is how I am directly involved in the teaching of learners in the 

school. We also have a class that goes through the whole night? 

SR: What sort of challenges do you experience during such a class? 

P4: Discipline of course. Some learners do funny stuff such as coming with alcohol 

or smoke cigarettes especially boys. One case of attempted rape was reported but 

that issue is in the hands of police as I speak.  But we have parents who are part of 

the discipline during the night school classes. 
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SR: Don’t you think the learners’ right to their dignity is being compromised in a way 

especially being exposed to unprotected sexual activity and or other things which 

might harm or degrade them especially girls? How sure you are that they are not are 

humiliated in any way? 

P4: As I said we have parents who are involved in the night study. Their presence 

halts any activities that might disturb our main goal. 

SR: Are teachers involved in this programme? 

P4: Yes we do have teachers as well but I want to point out that that there is one 

member of the community who is very much hands on in this activity. We have been 

doing this since April through July and this has yielded better results in grade 12.  

SR: May be let me quickly go directly to the main question: What do you understand 

by the right to human dignity? 

P4: The right to human dignity means in other words each person must be 

viewed as a living entity. No exposure of some sort or the person’s integrity 

should always be very important. You cannot regard a human being as you 

would with other objects. A human being must be shown respect as a person 

who has a future, a vision and who can think who needs to be guided. 

SR: What do you mean guided? 

P4: I am referring to learners in particular because they are our primary 

concern in the school and remain in our custody and as such we are in Loco 

Parentis to them. 

SR: In Loco Parentis…what do you mean? 

P4: Once learners enter the school premises they become our total responsibility. 

Anything that happens or that may happen to them we are to Account. 

SR: Ok. 

P4: In terms of dignity we have to always honour the dignity of the person. Do unto 

others what you would want them to do to you. That ought to be the driving force, so 

that you respect any other person like you want to be respected, and that can be 
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continued to our communities. In that way we can have less problems in term of 

the upheavals and misunderstandings that are there either politically, 

educationally, economically or otherwise. The culture of tolerance is not there. 

People don’t respect one another. 

SR: It seems like you have some embedded information in terms of the manner in 

which you are explaining your point of view? Can you expand a bit? 

P4: In terms of education our learners must not be regarded as minors without 

a say. You must see them as people on the road of being adults one day. A 

person who is not honoured in terms of human dignity will not realise the goal 

of what ought to be with him/her in the future because once you ignore the 

person’s dignity you lower him/her so that the self-esteem of that person is not 

fully recognizable. So like these when you have to talk about human rights etc. 

in some instances, but I must say of course that with rights with the learners 

they sometimes lack the responsibility that goes with that right. Most of the 

times learners like to have rights but lack the responsibility that goes with that 

right. 

SR: Do you mean there should be some mechanism that learners are taught the 

responsibility part? 

P4: Yes. In any cased once they know that whatever you are doing you are 

accountable for that, for example, if you wake up make your bed, don’t expect 

a person to come make up your bed, likewise these rights issue and 

responsibility must be taught. 

SR: In the manner in which you explain, do you think your colleagues here at work 

understand this right the way explained it? Do they understand the use of the right to 

human dignity? 

P4: Yes I can say they do but however they are few instances that one can 

quote; there are children in class who cannot respect the teacher as a form of 

authority, they also don’t understand other learners in class, then instances of 

anger creep in then teachers can act outrageous. 
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SR: Do you have a specific example which you can give which shows that there is a 

lack in the link between figure of authority and the learner? 

P4: Yes. When teachers are teaching in class presenting their material some 

children can just talk out of turn and find that learners are laughing in that 

corner up to the point where the teacher will say his/her authority is being 

undermined by the learners. Another example, this morning I went to a class 

and teacher was not around in that class. Some left the class and I decided to 

reprimand some learners whom I noticed were making noise, I told them to 

keep quite because exams are going on, when I left that class I heard a funny 

sound and it was one of the boys. I didn’t expect that behaviour because this 

class is grade 11 which I expect to be grade 12 come the following year. I 

called that boy out and I reprimanded him because he was not looking at me 

as the principal of the school, his attitude was like I am one of his friends. 

SR: Ok what kind of reprimand did you give to the boy? 

P4: It was just a hash word of mouth which I think it humiliated him in a way 

but I was furious as well. 

SR: Did the absent teacher report or were you aware officially? 

P4: Yes I was aware. But some learners they step bounds up to the point 

where you cannot pin point who the child is. You sometimes hear funny 

sounds with their mouths closed but you cannot detect who the culprit is. In 

that instance you will feel that the rights of others are not respected, and the 

right of the teacher to teach is disturbed and also the rights of others to 

receive their education is hampered with. 

SR: In your explanation do you mean that your stuff does know the use and the 

meaning of the learner right to human dignity? 

P4: Yes I partly think so. I say partly because at times things happen so fast 

such that a trusted educator behaves in an unbecoming way towards these 

children. So thinking and saying they understand this right might be too 

extreme. I may therefore say some do but some no. 

SR: What about you do you think you know the use and the meaning of the right? 
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P4: Yes I do that is why most of the times I try hard to instil it in my teachers to 

respect, promote and protect not only the learner right to human dignity but as 

well as other rights. As I mentioned earlier on that I am the member of the 

disciplinary committee and I am currently trying to develop some kind of steps 

that will be followed when we discipline learners in the school because I don’t 

want us to end up speaking utterances to learners such as you are stupid or 

whatever; we want to try and correct the wrong behaviour respecting them at 

the same time. 

SR: Are there any instances with regard to the promotion of the right to human 

dignity which you could quote that as a school we have the promotion of the right at 

the centre stage because we are doing 1, 2, and 3? I mean activities or 

programmes? 

 P4:  As a school there are some instances where these learners fall pregnant, 

which is something we don’t expect, we do allow the child to go back home, 

give birth to the young one and that child can come back to school after 

delivery. In some instances we request that information from the parent to say 

let the child be given a chance to finish his/her studies without such a war of 

why the child had to do that, because we are avoiding things like suicide on 

the learner’s part. We are also looking at the right of the one to be born; 

because in some instances when the child wants to go out to the clinic to do 

whatever as a young mother of a baby, we do accept and allow them to attend 

to whatever problems they might be facing. 

SR: In quoting that example of learner pregnancy do you think that these learners, in 

the manner in which they do things, they get pregnant whilst they are still young, in 

terms of showing them the kind of direction to take in terms of supporting them as a 

school; is there any support mechanism? I know that you are not a pregnancy 

centre. But is there any support mechanism for such, In terms of protecting their 

human dignity? 

P4:  I don’t know whether to call this protection per say, but actually when they 

start with their exams we don’t chase the learners from school or suspend 

them or expel them, we actually allow the parents to come over to school to 

assist whenever the pains come to the young girl.  
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We arrange also with the parent to call an ambulance. That is our support that 

we give. So anything that may happen in class especially during the 

examination period, we allow parents to be nearby during the high month’s f 

pregnancy, I don’t know how I may put it. But we do allow parents to come 

over and assist in whatever they may. So, it’s a taboo to have the males 

handling the young girl who is pregnant. 

SR: Could you, may be relate some of the practices which you think in a way could 

infringe on the Human dignity of the learner? Are there any instances which may be 

you could quote? 

P4: Yes there are quite a few I think, for instance if you detain them during 

break, it’s their right to go and eat but we sometimes reduce that time to 15 

minutes instead of an hour, so they only go for lunch for 15 minutes instead 

and with 45 minutes we expose them to hard labour and their time is limited 

now in terms of getting food from the feeding scheme at the school. However 

we do arrange that they get their food in those 15 minutes finally. 

SR: So how do you ensure that there is no infringement in all the activities that you 

do as a school when correcting the learner behaviour? 

P4: Like I said before, we do everything within the confines of our 

Constitution. 

SR: but exposing learners to hard labour is un-Constitutional? 

P4: but you were once a teacher here you know our learners. At times we do 

have situations which require a little bit of a hard hand in order to give 

direction. But we do ensure that there is minimum use of force because of 

these learners may try to make you a fool in order to gratify their ill-behaviour. 

SR: Have you devised any activities which highlight the significance of this right 

amongst the staff, amongst the learners? 

P4:  That is very difficult question to answer. 

SR: Let me rephrase it for you, have you come up with activities that will address the 

awareness of this right, let me say not only this right may be including other rights 
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that learners must enjoy within the school community? Is there any programme that 

you have so that you highlight this right and make the learners aware and more 

especial the teachers? Remember I am checking whether the teachers understand 

this right as a Constitutional right? 

P4: I am not sure whether I will give you a correct response; when we keep learners 

in the afternoon, other learners have knowledge that this child did some form of 

misconduct, this is going to teach others that if you do such an misconduct this is 

what is going to be imposed on you. Further than that I can also say in some 

instances where a learner continues to show disciplinary problems in one way or 

another, we do call the parent to solve the issue involving the parent. We don’t just 

expel the learner from school but we do consider the legal activities of the SGB. This 

one is a bit dicey.  

SR: What do you mean by dicey Sir? 

P4: I am skeptical because some issues are too deep for me disclose. 

[This could have serious implications. The principal wanted to talk about deep issues 

which in my view could point lack of respect for the right to human dignity in the 

school.] 

SR: If you were to rate yourself in a scale of 1 to 10 how would you rate yourself, are 

a school that is purely promoting the learner right to human dignity and you do not 

infringe on this right? 

P4:  I would give myself 7 out of 10.  

[Considering the principals’ above utterances it is evident in my view that the 

Principal of school Y gave an untrue reflection of himself regarding the promotion of 

this right in his school]. 

SR: Do you have reasons why you rate yourself at 7out of 10? 

P4: It’s because as a school we have had many challenges which we have 

outgrown. So we are aware of the Constitution and its obligations to us as 

curriculum implementers. 
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SR: In other words this school is highly aware of consequences and is also highly 

aware of the manner in which this right should be handled, promoted and protected? 

P4:  Yes 

SR: Let us summarize our talk Sir, regarding the implementation would you say 

overall, do you as a school protect and promote the learner right to human dignity?  

P4: I would say yes we do. 

SR: Do you have supporting documents, which are here in your office which you 

always issue out to teachers or learners as you said earlier on? 

P4: We do have sessions where we invite other stake holders to the school, our 

sister departments like social services they do come and explain what learners must 

do; we normally have sessions for girls alone and boys as well. We emphasises on 

the girls because they are more vulnerable than boys; they are told not to allow any 

person to touch their parts or anyone using inviting language that promotes sexual 

desires etc. 

SR: Thank you so much Sir, I real enjoyed this session with you. And I want to say 

this study is continuing and I might be coming to trouble you with more clarity 

seeking questions so please don’t get tired of me. 
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ANNEXURE G:  
EXAMPLE OF DATA ANALYSIS TABLE 

 
EDUCATORS UNDERSTANDING OF THE LEARNERS’ RIGHT TO HUMAN DIGNITY IN SECONDARY SCHOOLS 

Questions and 
sub 

Responses Segments Comments/codes Themes/Sub 

1. What do you 
understand by 
the right to 
human dignity? 
Explain. 

Principal 1 
I think the right to human 
dignity with regard to dignity 
it means that as human beings 
we need to respect one 
another and another thing we 
need to have the spirit of 
Ubuntu, we must not hurt 
other people. Like sometimes 
you find that a learner is 
misbehaving because is in 
serious lack. Because of 
Ubuntu instead of giving a 
punishment to the learner you 
use the sense of Ubuntu and 
give the learner a second 
chance. I am sure that I 
understand human dignity in 
that we need to respect one 
another. 
Principal 2 
When you talk of the right to 
human dignity there are 
things that we can just pound 
on learners without thinking 
of the diversity. I will make an 
example, with our school 
policy no earing, now there 
are these learners from 
Ushembe; they were these 
earrings as part of their own 
religion but the school rules 
says no earing. Now it is not 
that I am denying their right 
for following their religion but 
now it becomes battle between 
us as the school and these 
learners and in a way they feel 
I am looking down upon their 
dignity as SHEMBE people. 
And another thing to human 
dignity when it comes to 
learners is that we cannot just 
search them anyhow but there 
are procedures that one 

we need to respect 
one another and 
another thing we need 
to have the spirit of 
Ubuntu, we must not 
hurt other people 
Because of Ubuntu 
instead, use the sense 
of Ubuntu   
 
 
Respect one another. 
 
The right to human 
dignity means there 
are things that we 
cannot just pound on 
learners without 
thinking of diversity. 
 
 
 
am looking down 
upon 
 
 
 
hail insults which let 
down their dignity 
 
 
Constitution states 
that every individual 
has a right to human 
dignity. It therefore 
means you have a 
right to life; you have 
a right to existence, a 
right to interact with 
others 
and has a right to 
clean environment  
enshrined in the 
constitution so that 
they are exercised at 

All the 
interviewed 
teachers talked 
of learner right 
to human 
dignity as a 
basic human 
right that 
cannot be taken 
away from a 
person.  
A sense of 
Ubuntu needs 
to be realistic  
Thinking about 
the next person 
or treating 
others fairly 
 
Teachers 
interviewed see 
it as a right that 
is mostly denied 
to individual 
learners  in 
schools 
 
 
 
Hailing insults 
lets down the 
human dignity 
of a person 
(learner) 
 
 
 
 
A constitutional 
right with all 
legal 
implications 
 
Enshrined to be 
exercised at all 

Constitutional 
reasons 
 
 
 
 
 
Individual 
consciousness 
 
 
 
 
 
School 
reasons 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Environmental 
reasons 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Promotion, 
protection 
and respect  
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should follow. By the time the 
main aim of searching is 
accomplished a lot has 
happened in term of 
infringing upon their dignity. 
At times we hail insults which 
let down their dignity. We 
actually neglect this part and 
just think these are children. 

all levels 
 
At school you find it 
is understood as a 
concept that is mainly 
alienated from the 
daily activities. 
one of the rights that 
are stipulated in the 
Bill of rights in our 
constitution 
that every citizen is 
entitled to and it’s a 
basic human right 
everyone hence all 
must adhere to it 
We ensure that we 
treat people with 
human dignity. 
 
each and every person 
has the right to be 
treated with respect, 
fairly and to be 
treated equally 
without 
discrimination 
this right so it not a 
privilege it’s a must 
that we respect this 
right 
should be respected 
and protected every 
time 
respect this right 
should be respected 
and protected every 
time 
 
  
is something that is 
natural 
you are born with this 
As Africans we 
believe in Ubuntu 
which is treating a 
person in a human 
way 
, we should try by all 
means to respect the 
inner person, and pro 

levels with 
caution 
 
 
 
 
 
The right is not 
a privilege and 
should be 
respected and 
protected every 
time. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Teachers 
describe the 
right as 
something 
native, natural 
and we are born 
with untaught. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

91 

 

ANNEXURE H: 
  

UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA APPROVALS 
 
H1: ETHICS APPROVAL 
 
 
 

 

  4 November 2016 
  

Student no: 25492374 
Mr Richard Pitso Zwane 
dvn.mystery@gmail.com 
 

 
Dear Mr Zwane 
 
APPROVED TITLE/SUPERVISOR 
 
I have pleasure in informing you that your supervisor for the MEd is: 
 
Supervisor: Dr Teresa Ogina 
Contact details:  (012) 420 2445, teresa.ogina@up.ac.za 
 
TITLE: Educators' understanding of learners' right to human dignity in 
secondary schools 
 
You are advised to acquaint yourself with Regulations in the publication ‘General 
Regulations and information’. 
Your registration as a student must be renewed annually before 28 February until you 
have complied with all the requirements for the degree.  You will only be entitled to the 
guidance of your supervisor if annual proof of registration is submitted 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
Pulane Tau 

 
Ms Pulane Tau 
for Dean 

 
 
 
 
 

H2: APPROVAL OF 

TITLE/SUPERVISOR 

mailto:dvn.mystery@gmail.com
mailto:teresa.ogina@up.ac.za


 

92 

 

 
H2: APPROVAL OF TITLE/SUPERVISOR 
 
4 November 2016 

  

Student no: 25492374 
 
Mr Richard Pitso Zwane 
dvn.mystery@gmail.com 
 
 
Dear Mr Zwane 
 
APPROVED TITLE/SUPERVISOR 
 
I have pleasure in informing you that your supervisor for the MEd is: 
 
Supervisor: Dr Teresa Ogina 
Contact details:  (012) 420 2445, teresa.ogina@up.ac.za 
 
TITLE: Educators' understanding of learners' right to human dignity in 
secondary schools 
 
You are advised to acquaint yourself with Regulations in the publication ‘General 
Regulations and information’. 
 
Your registration as a student must be renewed annually before 28 February until you 
have complied with all the requirements for the degree.  You will only be entitled to the 
guidance of your supervisor if annual proof of registration is submitted 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
Pulane Tau 

 
 
Ms. Pulane Tau 
for Dean 

 
 
 

Administration Building, 1-3 Telephone number:  (012) 420 2725   E-mail address: pulane.tau@up.ac.za 

Groenkloof Campus  

University of Pretoria  
Fax number:  (012) 420 5933   http://www.up.ac.za/faculty-of-education/ 

PRETORIA 0002    

Republic of South Africa    

 
 

mailto:dvn.mystery@gmail.com
mailto:teresa.ogina@up.ac.za


 

93 

 

ANNEXURE I: 

DECLARATION OF LANGUAGE EDITING 
 

To whom it may concern 

 

I confirm that I have edited the following M Ed dissertation of limited scope: 

Educators’ understanding of the learners’ right to human dignity in secondary 

schools by RP Zwane for language and technical aspects. 

 

 

 

 

EM Lemmer 

864 Justice Mohamed Street 

Brooklyn 0181 

28 May 2017 

 


