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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT
Keywords: This study explores the role of social connectedness in fostering teacher resilience in resource-
Teacher resilience constrained educational settings in the Global South, with a specific focus on South Africa.
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Using the Relationship-Resourced Resilience (RRR) framework, the research investigates how the
Isithebe Social Connectedness intervention supports teachers in adapting and thriving despite
systemic disparities. A mixed-methods approach was employed, combining quantitative assess-
ments using the ENTREE Teacher Resilience Questionnaire with qualitative insights from
Participatory Reflection and Action (PRA) sessions. The findings indicate that while teachers
demonstrated high resilience prior to the intervention, their resilience was significantly
strengthened through structured social support. Notably, post-intervention data revealed
increased emotional well-being, stronger professional identity, and enhanced peer collaboration.
These improvements translated into higher teacher motivation, better classroom management,
and a sustained commitment to quality education. By highlighting the power of collective resil-
ience in overcoming adversity, this study provides evidence for the role of social connectedness
interventions in sustaining teacher effectiveness and well-being in challenged contexts.

1. Introduction

Resilience is commonly defined as the capacity to adapt positively in the face of adversity, allowing individuals to sustain psy-
chological and professional functioning despite external stressors (Bandura, 1997). While early conceptualisations framed resilience as
a stable personal trait, more recent perspectives emphasise its dynamic and context-dependent nature—emerging from the interaction
between individual agency, social relationships, and environmental resources (Luthar et al., 2000; Stewart, 2014). This study adopts a
relational-ecological perspective, aligning with the Relationship-Resourced Resilience (RRR) framework (Ebersohn, 2012), which
conceptualises resilience as the capacity of teachers to adapt to adversity through access to social support, collective problem-solving,
and shared resources.

The concept of resilience is particularly relevant in professions marked by chronic stress and emotional intensity, such as teaching.
Teachers routinely contend with administrative demands, classroom management complexities, evolving curricula, and shifting policy
environments—factors that collectively contribute to stress, burnout, and attrition (Brunetti, 2006; Castro et al., 2010; Gu & Day,
2007). Within this context, resilience is not only a response to adversity but also a protective capacity that enables teachers to sustain
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their professional functioning over time. It is supported by antecedents such as collegial support, institutional resources, and op-
portunities for reflective practice, and can lead to outcomes including enhanced motivation, professional well-being, and classroom
effectiveness (Day & Gu, 2013; Ebersohn, 2014; Theron & Theron, 2014). As such, strengthening teacher resilience has become a key
focus in educational research, particularly due to its implications for improving job satisfaction and retention in demanding school
environments (Day & Gu, 2013; Peixoto et al., 2018; Beltman, 2020).

Much of the existing research on teacher resilience has been conducted in high-income contexts, such as Australia, Canada, Europe,
and the United States, where resilience is often framed as an individual trait associated with self-efficacy, perseverance, and intrinsic
motivation (Beltman et al., 2011, 2018; Gu & Day, 2013). Early studies in these regions explored how teachers develop personal coping
strategies to persist in the profession despite occupational stressors (Beltman et al., 2011; Gu & Day, 2013). However, more recent
research challenges this individualistic approach, suggesting that resilience is better understood as an interactive and adaptive process
shaped by institutional, relational, and environmental factors (Day & Gu, 2013; Gu, 2018). Social-ecological models of resilience
(Masten, 2014) propose that external support structures, including collegial networks, effective school leadership, and access to
professional development opportunities, significantly enhance teachers’ capacity to cope with adversity (Coetzee, 2013; Mansfield
et al., 2012).

Building on these systemic models, research has increasingly focused on the relational dimensions of resilience, including men-
toring, peer support, and community engagement (Ebersohn, 2012, 2019; Ebersohn, 2016). The Relationship-Resourced Resilience
(RRR) framework (Ebersohn, 2012) emphasises that resilience is cultivated through interpersonal relationships and shared resources,
rather than being an exclusively personal attribute. This perspective aligns with growing evidence that teachers in
resource-constrained environments rely more heavily on social connectedness and collective problem-solving to navigate professional
challenges (Ebersohn & Loots, 2017; Ebersohn et al., 2017).

While resilience research in high-income contexts has yielded important insights, it remains limited in its applicability to low- and
middle-income countries (LMICs), where teachers face distinct socio-economic and systemic constraints (Ebersohn, 2017). The Global
South presents unique challenges—including overcrowded classrooms, under-resourced schools, and political instability—which
necessitate a context-sensitive understanding of how resilience is fostered in these settings (Ebersohn, 2019; Nwoye, 2018). This study
seeks to address this gap by examining the role of social connectedness as a resilience-enabling mechanism in resource-limited
environments.

2. Teacher resilience in the global south

The growing body of research on teacher resilience in LMICs highlights key differences between resilience pathways in high-income
and resource-constrained contexts. Teachers in the Global South frequently encounter structural inequalities, limited access to pro-
fessional development, and the absence of formal institutional support structures, necessitating alternative resilience strategies that
are rooted in social connectedness, peer collaboration, and community engagement (Ebersohn, 2019). Empirical studies in South
Africa, Kenya, and Uganda reveal that teachers in these settings rely on collective problem-solving, mentorship, and indigenous
knowledge systems to navigate adversity (Ebersohn, 2019). Unlike teachers in high-income settings, where resilience interventions
often focus on individual stress-management techniques, teachers in LMICs rely on relational resilience, drawing on social networks to
access emotional, informational, and material support (Ebersohn & Loots, 2017).

To further explore these dynamics, this study applies the Relationship-Resourced Resilience (RRR) framework (Ebersohn, 2012,
2019), which conceptualises resilience as an externally supported and resource-dependent process. A central concept in the RRR
framework is "flocking," which describes how teachers form networks of mutual support to buffer against systemic adversity
(Ebersohn, 2012). Research in peri-urban and rural South African schools has demonstrated that structured social engagement en-
hances teacher resilience by fostering trust, emotional well-being, and professional collaboration (Ebersohn et al., 2020). This
approach aligns with relational resilience theories (Jordan, 2013; Gu & Li, 2013), which highlight the role of social capital in sus-
taining teachers’ motivation and capacity to adapt to challenges.

Building on the RRR framework, this study examines social connectedness as a key pathway to resilience for teachers in under-
resourced settings. Specifically, it investigates the impact of the Isithebe Social Connectedness Intervention, a structured initiative
designed to strengthen professional relationships among primary school teachers in South African peri-urban schools. Developed
through a year-long Participatory Reflection and Action (PRA) process, the intervention was implemented over six months, providing
structured opportunities for teachers to engage in collaborative discussions, knowledge-sharing sessions, and professional support
activities. The primary research question guiding this study is: "How can a social connectedness intervention with teachers in per-
i-urban primary schools in a challenged educational context inform knowledge on teacher resilience?" In response, the study explores
how different forms of social support contribute to building resilience in resource-constrained environments. Research highlights the
distinct but complementary roles of implicit and explicit social support in fostering resilience (Ebersohn et al., 2020). Implicit social
support refers to the emotional comfort and psychological safety gained from simply being part of a cohesive and understanding peer
community, while explicit support involves the provision of direct, tangible assistance such as sharing teaching resources, strategies, or
mentorship (Constantine & Sue, 2006; de Gouveia & Ebersohn, 2019).

In the absence of consistent institutional support, these forms of support serve as critical antecedents to teacher resilience. The
Isithebe intervention deliberately created conditions for both types of support to emerge. Implicit support was cultivated through
shared reflective dialogue, art-based activities, and emotional validation among peers, which helped alleviate stress and foster a sense
of belonging. At the same time, explicit support was evident in the practical exchange of classroom management tools, coping stra-
tegies, and pedagogical advice during Isithebe sessions. Together, these forms of support not only buffered participants against the
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effects of chronic workplace adversity but also actively contributed to the development of adaptive capacities central to teacher
resilience in this context.

By integrating culturally relevant frameworks such as RRR and leveraging communal values like Ubuntu, interventions like the
Isithebe provide a replicable model for how education systems can better support teachers facing systemic adversity. This perspective
shifts the focus from individual coping strategies to collective resilience, reinforcing the role of social support networks in transforming
schools into environments where teachers can thrive professionally and personally.

3. Contextual background and development of the isithebe intervention

This section outlines the context, rationale, development process, structure, and implementation of the Isithebe Social Connect-
edness Intervention. Designed to respond to the persistent emotional and professional challenges faced by teachers in under-resourced
schools, the intervention was conceptualised as a structured, participatory, and culturally resonant response to systemic inequities and
professional challenges of teachers in a Global South context. Grounded in the Relationship-Resourced Resilience (RRR) framework
and shaped through PRA principles, the intervention aimed to enhance teacher resilience by fostering social connectedness. The
section is intended to support replicability and should be read alongside the Isithebe Manual' (Ebersohn et al., 2020), which provides
detailed guidance on activities, facilitation methods, and session sequencing.

3.1. Development

The Isithebe Social Connectedness Intervention was developed in response to persistent challenges faced by teachers in under-
resourced South African schools, particularly those situated in peri-urban communities. These contexts are marked by systemic in-
equalities, limited institutional support, and chronic professional demands that frequently contribute to emotional exhaustion,
isolation, and diminished job satisfaction. The study took place in six purposively sampled primary schools located in the Eastern Cape,
a province known for high levels of educational disadvantage. Each of these schools was designated as a Quintile 3 no-fee institution
and faced infrastructural limitations, overcrowding, and high learner-to-teacher ratios. The setting therefore represented an important
test case for implementing a social connectedness intervention targeting teacher well-being and resilience.

The intervention was grounded in the Relationship-Resourced Resilience (RRR) framework (Ebersohn, 2012), which defines
resilience as a dynamic, contextually responsive process enabled through access to social and institutional resources. Rather than
treating resilience as an individual attribute, the RRR framework emphasises the significance of relationships in enabling individuals to
cope with and adapt to adversity. Development of the Isithebe intervention followed a participatory ethos. Using Participatory
Reflection and Action (PRA) principles, the intervention was co-designed with the very teachers it aimed to support. This ensured that
its design was both culturally resonant and contextually appropriate. The intervention draws its name from an isiZulu term, Isithebe,
which refers to a wooden tray or woven mat used for shared meals. This metaphor of communal care and collective strength shaped
both the symbolic and practical aspects of the intervention.

3.2. Method and design

The intervention was structured as a year-long programme comprising alternating monthly school-based and joint multi-school
sessions. School-based meetings were intended to foster intra-school collaboration and deepen internal support networks, while
joint sessions promoted cross-school exchange and broadened the teachers’ professional communities. A total of 36 teachers were
recruited to participate in the intervention. Selection was conducted through convenience sampling based on availability and will-
ingness to participate (Nieuwenhuis, 2019), with recruitment coordinated in partnership with school leadership. Introductory
workshops were held to explain the objectives, participatory nature, and voluntary conditions of the study. Ethical guidelines were
rigorously followed. Informed consent was obtained from all participants, and assurances of confidentiality and the right to withdraw
at any stage were clearly communicated. This process contributed to the establishment of a safe and trusting environment in which
teacher ownership and engagement were fostered.

3.3. Training and implementation

Before implementation, teachers participated in a six-hour, face-to-face training session delivered by project researchers and
registered psychologists. This training served as a critical foundation for implementation fidelity. During the session, teachers were
introduced to key concepts of teacher resilience and social connectedness, oriented to the use of the Isithebe manual (Ebersohn et al.,
2020), and provided with a demonstration of an Isithebe meeting using a clay-modelling activity. Teachers also received printed
manuals and access to an Isithebe Kit, which included art materials for use during monthly sessions. The training created a shared
understanding of the intervention framework, while also modelling facilitation techniques and establishing expectations for collective
engagement.

1 https://www.up.ac.za/media/shared/228/Isithebe/isithebe-social-connectedness-intervention-manual-2020.zp195144.pdf
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3.4. Intervention activities

Each monthly session was designed to blend symbolic, emotional, and cognitive dimensions of support. Teachers participated in
art-based activities such as visual storytelling, symbolic crafts, and collaborative artwork, with examples including the “Relationship
Voucher Box,” “Teacher Circle Recipe Book,” and “Teacher Journey Bracelets.” These activities were coupled with structured reflective
dialogues, where teachers shared personal and professional experiences, explored coping strategies, and identified sources of support
and stress within their contexts. The sequencing of sessions followed a clear rhythm, alternating between school-level and multi-school
gatherings. While activities were designed centrally and included in the Isithebe manual, teachers had the flexibility to adapt facili-
tation approaches based on their school contexts, reinforcing agency and ownership. Table 1 presents a basic outline of Isithebe meeting
to be read alongside Isithebe manual

3.5. Participant engagement

Throughout the implementation period, teachers assumed leadership roles within their own schools, with facilitation duties rotated
and shared. This decentralised leadership model enhanced sustainability and ensured that the intervention remained peer-led.
Meetings encouraged trust, openness, and collective problem-solving, which were especially valuable in the absence of reliable
formal support structures. Teachers used both formal and informal mechanisms—such as group meetings and WhatsApp dis-
cussions—to communicate, support one another, and reflect on practice.

3.6. Fidelity and adaptation

While the intervention design incorporated fidelity strategies, including structured session plans and monitoring prompts, adap-
tations were required during implementation. Originally, teachers were asked to document responses to post-session reflection
prompts in notebooks provided in the Isithebe kit. However, this method was largely abandoned due to contextual constraints.
Teachers instead initiated the use of a WhatsApp group to submit text responses and share images of completed activities. This
adaptation proved effective in maintaining communication, enabling peer validation, and providing researchers with ongoing insight
into implementation across schools. Combined with direct feedback during collective meetings, these digital records allowed the
research team to track participation and implementation consistency in a non-intrusive manner.

4. Methodology

This study adopted a concurrent mixed-methods research (MMR) design to explore changes in teacher resilience among peri-urban
primary school educators following a structured social connectedness intervention (Gravetter & Forzano, 2018). The mixed-methods
approach enabled the integration of both qualitative and quantitative data to capture the complexity of emotional, relational, and
contextual processes within school environments. Framed within a pragmatic epistemological orientation (Barnes, 2012), the research
design supported the simultaneous collection and analysis of diverse data types (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). This design facilitated
the triangulation of data sources, strengthening the trustworthiness and validity of the findings (Doyle et al., 2016).

Table 1
Outline of the isithebe intervention.
Month & Objective Activities Hours
Pre-Intervention Session Study introduction 5
Consultation with officials, principals and teachers on participation
Month 0 Intervention training: 6
Intervention Training (i) Isithebe Manual & Kit: orientation on teacher resilience, social-connectedness;
First Collective Meeting (ii) model an Isithebe meeting by means of the Clay Modelling activity;

(iii) consultation and consensus on meeting dates and venues; and
(iv) schools task teachers with Isithebe roles and tasks.

Month 1 Art-Activity: Relationship Voucher Box 2
First Separate Meeting

Month 2 PRA-questions 3
Second Collective Meeting Art-Activity: Growing Together

Month 3 Art-Activity: Teacher Circle Recipe Book 2
Second Separate Meeting

Month 4 Art-Activity: Teacher Journey Bracelets 3
Third Collective Meeting

Month 5 Art-Activity: Framing Important Teacher Relationships 2
Third Separate Art-Meeting

Month 6 Full Circle Teacher Social-Connectedness. 5
Closure Closing off and reflection
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4.1. Study phases and data collection timeline

Data collection occurred at three critical phases of the research process. The pre-intervention phase took place in September 2018
and was followed by an intervention period from March to July 2019. The post-intervention phase concluded in September 2019. In
the first phase, baseline data were gathered from 36 teachers across six participating schools. The intervention formally commenced in
March 2019 with a six-hour training session attended by 30 teachers. Over the course of the next six months, participants engaged in
six Isithebe sessions, alternating between school-based meetings led by teachers and multi-school workshops facilitated jointly by
teachers and researchers. These sessions also served as integrated points of data collection.

4.2. Sample of schools and participants

Six primary schools in socio-economically challenged neighbourhoods were purposively sampled in the Eastern Cape province in
South Africa. The Eastern Cape province is largely characterised by a lack of formal housing, restricted access to drinking water,
limited or no access to electricity, high levels of orphanhood (especially due to HIV/AIDS), crime, inadequate education, and poverty
(Statistics South Africa, 2018). An indicator for purposive selection of ‘schools in a challenged context’ was schools that met the South
African DBE Quintile 3 categorisation requirements—indicating that no school fees may be charged. The primary schools included in
the Isithebe dataset are public government schools situated in an urban space (Nelson Mandela Bay Municipality).

In this study, ‘teachers in primary schools’ refers to 36 teachers at the six sampled primary schools (n = 36, M = 2, F = 34). The
sample size for pre- and post-test was 36 and 22 teachers, respectively. Convenience sampling criteria to select teachers for the Isithebe
study included the willingness of teachers in purposively sampled schools to participate (as participation was voluntary and informed
consent was required) and the availability of teachers in each of the schools. Exclusion criteria included teachers who lacked English

Table 2
Sample.
Subjects Teaching Teaching Duration
School  Teacher  English  isiXhosa  Life Mathematics  Life Social Science and Less than Y15-24  More than
Sciences Skills Technology 15 years 24
years Years
A 1° v v v
2" v v
3 v v 4 v v
4 v v v v v
B 5" v v v v v
6
7¢ v v v
8 v
9° v v v v v
C 10 v v v v
11 v
12 v v v
13 v v 4 v v
14 v v
D 15% v v v
16° v v v v v
17¢ v v v v v
18 v
19° v 4 v
20" v v v v v
21°% 4
22 v v v
E 23 v
24 v v v v v v v
F 25% v 4
26 v v
27 v v
28 v v v v v v v
29° v v v v
30 v
31° v
32" v
33" v v
34 v
35" v v v v
36" v 4 v v
Total 36 16 15 5 15 16 7 17 8 10

@ Teachers who were present at both pre- and post-intervention.
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proficiency or were unavailable or unwilling to participate. Table 2 provides an overview of participants from each school, areas taught
and years of experience.

Participation in the study was entirely voluntary and grounded in ethical research principles. Informed consent was obtained from
all participants, and teachers were assured of their right to withdraw at any point without consequence. Confidentiality and respect for
professional experiences were emphasised throughout the recruitment process, helping to foster a sense of ownership and commitment
among participants.

4.3. Qualitative data collection

Qualitative data collection was embedded throughout the intervention and guided by PRA principles. These methods prioritised the
active involvement of participants in shaping and reflecting on their experiences, while enabling researchers to generate contextually
rich, practitioner-led insights. Data were collected before, during, and after the intervention, aligning with key moments of teacher
engagement and reflection.

School-specific Isithebe meetings, organised and facilitated by teachers, took place in April, June, and August 2019. These sessions
focused on fostering professional relationships within schools and enabled teachers to share experiences, explore shared challenges,
and develop locally relevant strategies for resilience. In addition to these school-level engagements, three joint multi-school sessions
were convened in central venues, typically at Department of Basic Education district offices. These collective gatherings, held on 27
May and 29 July 2019, created opportunities for broader peer learning, collaborative reflection, and the exchange of best practices.
They incorporated visual storytelling, arts-based activities, and structured group dialogues designed to surface both emotional and
professional dimensions of teacher resilience.

Qualitative data were collected at three key time points: prior to the intervention on 18 September 2018, mid-intervention during
the joint teacher-researcher sessions on 27 May and 29 July 2019, and post-intervention on 21 September 2019. Data sources included
audio recordings and verbatim transcripts of school-group poster presentations, observational field notes captured in both textual and
visual formats, and digital reflections shared via WhatsApp. In instances where researchers were not present, the WhatsApp platform
enabled teachers to document their gatherings, share photographs of completed activities, and reflect on their experiences in real time.
This remote documentation provided valuable insight into implementation fidelity and participant engagement across the six schools
(Ebersohn et al., 2020).

All audio-recorded sessions were transcribed verbatim and translated from isiXhosa into English where necessary. Thematic
analysis followed Braun and Clarke (2006) six-phase framework, which involved familiarisation with the data, initial coding, theme
generation, theme review, theme definition, and final reporting. Multiple coders independently reviewed the transcripts and reached
consensus on key themes through iterative discussion. Member checking was employed to validate the emergent themes and ensure
that interpretations accurately reflected participants’ experiences (Smit & Onwuegbuzie, 2018).

A within-school-case thematic analysis approach was used to compare and integrate data across modalities. This included trian-
gulation of verbal transcripts, visual posters, and WhatsApp communications to enhance credibility and depth. Observational field
notes further enriched the dataset by capturing contextual insights related to body language, peer interactions, and group dynamics
during intervention activities (Ebersohn et al., 2020).

4.4. Quantitative data collection

To measure changes in teacher resilience, participants completed the ENTREE Teacher Resilience Scale before and after the
intervention. This standardised instrument assesses multiple domains of teacher resilience, including emotional regulation, profes-
sional motivation, and perceived efficacy. The instrument was administered in English, as all participating teachers were proficient in
English and routinely used it in their professional roles. Translation into participants’ home language was therefore not required, and

Table 3
Descriptions and examples from ENTREE teacher resilience questionnaire.

ENTREE Subscale

Description

Example item

Teacher
professionalism
Teacher emotion
Teacher motivation
Teacher sense of
coherence
Teacher efficacy

Self efficacy

Contextual factors

Includes aspects such as commitment, professional goals, organisational and
teaching skills.

Includes aspects essential to resilience, including humour, enjoyment, and emotional
regulation.

Combines factors such as optimism and intrinsic motivation.

Indicates the coping techniques teachers use to understand and manage difficult
situations.

Assesses teachers’ beliefs concerning their behaviour and ability in the teaching
profession.

Teachers potential to bounce back when confronted with difficulties and a collection
of skills used to cope with adversity

Measures factors that sustain teachers in their profession, such as showing empathy
to or instilling hope in learners, a positive attitude, and drawing from their
spirituality.

‘T am well organised in my school work’

‘After reflection, I can usually find the funny side
of challenged school situations’

‘It’s important to me that I put in effort to do my
job well’

‘In my work, I can look at a situation in a number
of ways to find a solution’

‘Helping children focus on learning tasks and
avoid distractions’

‘Not getting disheartened even when children’s
circumstances make it difficult’

‘I want to be a teacher who instils hope in
learners even in the face of many obstacles’
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no concerns regarding language comprehension were reported during administration.

At the conclusion of the intervention, 15 teachers completed the post-test instruments during the final session on 21 September
2019. An additional seven participants submitted their completed questionnaires via email, resulting in 22 matched pre- and post-
intervention datasets for statistical analysis. The use of these validated tools, administered consistently across the study period,
allowed for robust quantitative comparison of change over time in key domains of teacher resilience and social connectedness. Table 3
provides descriptions and examples from ENTREE Teacher Resilience Questionnaire.

Teachers completed pen-and-paper questionnaires, which were captured electronically on the Statistical Package of Social Science
(SPSS; IBM Corp, 2020) by a coder and validated by a second coder. Descriptive statistics, including means and standard deviations,
were computed to establish baseline characteristics. The Shapiro-Wilk test indicated a non-normal distribution (p < .05), necessitating
the use of non-parametric tests. The Wilcoxon Signed-Rank Test (WSR) was used to assess changes between pre- and post-intervention
scores, with a significance threshold of a = 0.05. Reliability analysis using Cronbach’s alpha demonstrated acceptable internal con-
sistency, with values ranging from 0.636 to 0.893 for the ENTREE scale and from 0.683 to 0.710 for the REPSSI scale. Construct
validity was established through Spearman correlation coefficients, confirming that subscale items correlated more strongly within
their respective constructs than across different constructs.

Ethical clearance was obtained from a recognized institutional review board prior to the commencement of the research. Informed
consent was secured from all participants, ensuring they were fully aware of the study’s objectives and their rights, including the right
to withdraw at any stage. Confidentiality was maintained by anonymizing data and securely storing all research materials. Rigorous
methodological strategies, including triangulation, member checking, and researcher reflexivity, were employed to enhance the
credibility, validity, and ethical integrity of the study.

5. Results

This section presents the outcomes of the Isithebe Social Connectedness Intervention, drawing on both quantitative and qualitative
data to assess its impact on teacher resilience. The results are organised according to the core domains of resilience measured by the
ENTREE Teacher Resilience Questionnaire and interpreted alongside qualitative insights gathered through PRA activities, teacher
interviews, and observational data.

Quantitative findings are based on matched pre- and post-intervention responses from 22 teachers and indicate statistically sig-
nificant improvements across multiple resilience domains, including professional motivation, emotional regulation, and efficacy.
These results suggest that the intervention contributed meaningfully to teachers’ adaptive capacities in the face of systemic challenges.
Complementing these findings, the qualitative data reveal how structured peer engagement, emotional support, and collaborative
problem-solving contributed to enhanced professional identity and occupational well-being. Together, the integrated findings provide
a comprehensive understanding of how social connectedness serves as a pathway to resilience in under-resourced school
environments.

6. Pre- and post-intervention quantitative results

The quantitative analysis focused on the 22 teachers who completed the ENTREE Teacher Resilience Scale at both pre- and post-
intervention time points, allowing for matched comparisons of change over time. Fourteen responses were excluded from the analysis
due to missing post-intervention data, thereby ensuring consistency and accuracy in the statistical comparisons. As is common in
school-based intervention research, participant retention was affected by systemic and logistical constraints (Zimmerman, 2018).
Although 36 teachers completed baseline measures, only 22 submitted post-intervention assessments, with attrition likely due to
professional demands, transport difficulties, or scheduling conflicts.

Table 4
Results of WSR tests for teacher resilience.
n=22 (SD) WSR test
Scale Pre Post Test statistic p-Value
Teacher professionalism 33.23 36.65 -3.510 .001*
(3.518) (3.619)
Teacher emotion 21.23 23.55 —-2.136 .033*
(2.581) (3.622)
Teacher motivation 67.50 75.50 —3.281 .001*
(6.906) (6.731)
Teacher sense of cohesion 22.86 25.91 -3.699 .001*
(2.678) (1.659)
Self-efficacy 55.95 53.15 —3.056 .002*
(5.925) (7.778)
Contextual 57.58 59.86 —1.165 .255
(10.352) (6.552)
Teacher efficacy 67.86 75.68 -2.777 .005*
(7.530) (12.255)

" Statistically significant (p < 0.05).
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Results from the Wilcoxon Signed-Rank (WSR) test indicated statistically significant improvements across all measured resilience
domains (p < .05), with the exception of contextual factors (p = .255). These findings suggest that the intervention contributed
meaningfully to enhanced teacher motivation, emotional regulation, self-efficacy, and professional efficacy. In contrast, teachers’
contextual awareness—particularly their ability to recognise and navigate systemic challenges—remained consistently high across
both time points. This stability likely reflects an already well-developed understanding of their professional environments prior to the
intervention (Ebersohn et al., 2020).

Table 4 presents the results of the Wilcoxon Signed-Rank (WSR) tests across the various resilience domains assessed by the ENTREE
scale. These results illustrate the statistically significant changes in teacher resilience following the intervention. Fig. 1 complements
these findings by visually comparing the mean pre- and post-intervention scores for each domain, providing a clear overview of the
areas in which teachers experienced the most substantial growth.

7. Pre-, process-, and post-intervention qualitative findings

This section presents the qualitative themes and sub-themes identified through inductive thematic analysis of teacher resilience
data collected before, during, and after the Isithebe intervention. Integrating these insights with the quantitative findings provides a
holistic understanding of the intervention’s impact, strengthening the triangulation of results. Data collection methods included PRA
presentations, semi-structured interviews, and non-participant observations, capturing teachers’ experiences and perceptions over
time.

Pre-intervention data, collected in September 2018, established a baseline of resilience enablers independent of the intervention.
As some participating teachers had only moderate proficiency in English, open-ended prompts were carefully structured in accessible
language to encourage engagement and minimise misinterpretation. Questions such as “What does it mean to be a good teacher?” and
“What helps you continue being a teacher?” allowed teachers to reflect on their professional values, motivations, and coping strategies
in challenging environments. Although the term "resilience" was not explicitly used, these prompts elicited key resilience-related
themes, including professional commitment, adaptive strategies, and emotional perseverance.

The relationship between quality education and resilience is reciprocal: resilient teachers sustain high-quality instruction despite
systemic barriers, while their ability to deliver effective education further reinforces their resilience (Gu & Day, 2013). In this study,
resilience was evident in teachers’ ability to maintain pedagogical standards, adapt to resource limitations, and foster meaningful
learning experiences. Subtheme 1.2 examines how instructional strategies and adaptability contribute to both professional sustain-
ability and improved learner outcomes (Ebersohn et al., 2020).

During the process phase (May and July 2019), teachers reflected on how the intervention influenced their professional and
emotional resilience, particularly through peer collaboration and the development of structured support networks. To facilitate
meaningful triangulation, the integration of quantitative and qualitative data was guided by a thematic framework derived through
inductive analysis of qualitative data. This framework included two overarching themes—Enablers of Quality Education in Challenged
Contexts and Enablers of Teacher Occupational Well-Being in Challenged Contexts—each comprising sub-themes that corresponded to
specific domains within the ENTREE Teacher Resilience Scale. By mapping these qualitative themes onto quantitative constructs, the
analysis captured nuanced shifts in teacher resilience across multiple dimensions. Post-intervention data, collected in September 2019,
revisited initial prompts, allowing for direct comparison of teacher perspectives over time. This triangulated approach deepened the
interpretation of intervention effects, supporting the quantitative findings of statistically significant improvements in teacher moti-
vation (p = .006, d = 0.59), emotional regulation (p = .001, d = 0.74), and professional efficacy (p = .002, d = 0.65).
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Fig. 1. Teacher resilience pre- and post-intervention mean scale score comparison.
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8. Theme 1: enablers of quality education in challenged contexts

Quality education is both a reflection of teacher resilience and a mechanism that sustains it (Ebersohn et al., 2020). Teacher
resilience is not merely the ability to endure challenges but to maintain professional efficacy and instructional quality despite adversity
(Gu & Day, 2013). In resource-constrained environments, resilient teachers adapt their instructional methods to ensure meaningful
learning experiences, fostering academic achievement and student development. Their capacity to uphold educational standards, even
under infrastructural and socio-economic constraints, reinforces their professional identity and sustains their long-term engagement in
the profession (Gu & Day, 2013).

This theme explores the strategies that enabled teachers to maintain educational standards despite systemic barriers. As teachers
adapted their pedagogical approaches to overcome contextual constraints, they simultaneously strengthened their capacity to persist,
demonstrating how resilience and educational quality are intrinsically linked.

8.1. Sub-Theme 1.1: teacher professionalism enables quality education
Teacher professionalism, including goal setting, motivation, and commitment, emerged as core resilience enablers. Before the

intervention, teachers defined professionalism through punctuality, knowledge, and setting a positive example:

“And be inspirational so we can inspire others as well and be exemplary at all times; we are also agents of change” (School C, pre-
intervention).

“You must be a motivator, caring and loving. Without love, you cannot teach in this environment” (School B, pre-intervention).

Post-intervention, teachers deepened their understanding of professionalism, linking it directly to resilience and collective
learning. Many attributed their growth to peer-driven professional development fostered through Isithebe gatherings:

“To be a good teacher is to be responsible, dedicated, and to lead by example. If you arrive early, learners will follow.” (School B, post-
intervention).

These shifts in professional identity align with significant quantitative improvements in teacher motivation (p = .006, d = 0.59) and
professional efficacy (p = .002, d = 0.65), reinforcing that structured social engagement positively impacted teacher resilience.
8.2. Sub-Theme 1.2: Teaching and learning competencies enable quality education
Teaching and Learning competencies, including curriculum mastery, classroom management, and adaptability, are essential for
resilience (Gu, 2018; Ebersohn et al., 2020). Pre-intervention reflections emphasized technical knowledge and patience:
“You must know what you’re doing... and then you must be very patient” (School B, pre-intervention).

The Isithebe intervention, incorporating arts-based activities, helped teachers develop creativity in their instructional methods,
leading to more interactive and engaging classroom environments:

“It gives us ideas to teach learners creative activities that develop their fine motor skills.” (School A, May meeting).

Post-intervention reflections highlighted increased confidence in curriculum adaptation and the use of peer collaboration to
improve T&L practices:

“Being around creative peers at Isithebe helps us simplify ideas and apply them in the classroom.” (School D, post-intervention).
This aligns with the quantitative improvement in emotional regulation (p = .001, d = 0.74), indicating that enhanced teaching
strategies contributed to teachers’ ability to manage classroom stress effectively.

9. Theme 2: Enablers of teacher occupational well-being in challenged contexts

Teacher occupational well-being is a key determinant of resilience, as it fosters job satisfaction, professional identity, and emotional
stability (Ebersohn et al., 2020).

9.1. Sub-Theme 2.1: Acknowledgment of occupational inputs enables occupational well-being
Recognition from students and peers was a critical enabler of job satisfaction and resilience. Teachers described learner success as
their primary motivation:

“What gives us drive is knowing that our core business is to teach and that our work unlocks student potential.” (School C, pre-
intervention).

Post-intervention, teachers reported a heightened sense of impact, emphasizing that Isithebe gatherings provided validation and
collective motivation:

“Hope for a better future. As a teacher, you must have hope that you can always improve.” (School B, post-intervention).
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These findings are consistent with the quantitative increase in motivation (p = .006, d = 0.59), suggesting that peer-driven
reflection reinforced teachers’ sense of professional purpose.

9.2. Sub-Theme 2.2: Social connection enables teacher occupational well-being

Social connectedness emerged as a resilience-enabling mechanism, reducing stress and emotional exhaustion (Peixoto et al., 2018;
Cross & Hong, 2012). Teachers emphasized that peer gatherings provided emotional relief:

“The meetings help us to debrief, relax, calm down, and talk freely—not about the curriculum, but to be ourselves so that we can be fresh
again.” (School A, post-intervention).

The post-intervention confidence boost reported by teachers is consistent with the observed improvement in professional efficacy
(p = .002, d = 0.65), reinforcing that social support enhances resilience. Table 5 presents the integrated quantitative & qualitative
resilience findings

10. Discussion

This study examined the impact of the Isithebe intervention on teacher resilience in peri-urban primary schools, highlighting both
internal and external resilience mechanisms. Pre-intervention findings revealed high levels of perceived teacher resilience, particularly
in professionalism, motivation, emotional regulation, and self-efficacy (Ebersohn et al., 2020). These results suggest that despite
working in challenging environments, teachers demonstrated strong adaptive capacities, drawing on internal resources to sustain their
professional commitment.

A key contribution of this study lies in its alignment with the Relationship-Resourced Resilience (RRR) framework, which em-
phasises the interplay between individual agency and external protective resources in fostering resilience (Ebersohn, 2012). The
Isithebe intervention reinforced the ecological nature of resilience by demonstrating how social connectedness functions as a
resilience-enabling resource. Findings suggest that teachers who actively engaged in collaborative learning environments developed
stronger professional identities, motivation, and adaptability. These results echo previous studies linking teacher resilience to pro-
fessional identity and purpose (Gu & Day, 2013).

The intervention’s emphasis on teacher professionalism and teaching competencies (Sub-themes 1.1 and 1.2) contributed to
sustained professional growth, fostering an environment conducive to quality education. This aligns with the quantitative improve-
ments in teacher motivation (p = .001, d = 0.59) and professional efficacy (p = .002, d = 0.65), reinforcing the role of structured peer
engagement in bolstering teacher resilience. Additionally, teachers demonstrated increased confidence in their instructional practices,
supporting claims that socially embedded learning strengthens resilience (Coetzee, 2013).

Emotional regulation emerged as another critical resilience factor. Pre-intervention qualitative reflections placed less emphasis on

Table 5
Integrated quantitative & qualitative resilience findings.
Theme Sub-Theme Resilience Domain Pre- and Post- p- Qualitative Insights
Intervention Mean  Value
(SD)
1.Enablers of Quality 1.1. Teacher Professionalism Teacher 33.23 (3.518) — 0.001 Teachers attributed increased
Education Enables Quality Education Professionalism 36.65 (3.619) professionalism to peer-driven learning and
structured reflection (School B, post-
intervention).
1.Enablers of Quality 1.2. Teaching and Learning Teacher Emotion 21.23 (2.581) —» 0.033 Teachers developed greater emotional
Education Competencies Enable Quality 23.55 (3.622) regulation through collaborative problem-
Education solving and peer guidance (School A, post-
intervention).
1. Enablers of Quality ~ 1.2.Teaching and Learning Teacher 67.50 (6.906) — 0.001 Motivation was strengthened by structured
Education Competencies Enable Quality Motivation 75.50 (6.731) professional engagement and enhanced
Education student interactions (School D, post-
intervention).
1.Enablers of Quality 1.2. Teaching and Learning Teacher Sense of 22.86 (2.678) — 0.001 Teachers found increased coherence through
Education Competencies Enable Quality Coherence 25.91 (1.659) structured reflection and collaborative
Education discussions (School C, post-intervention).
2.Enablers of Teacher  2.1. Acknowledgment of Self-efficacy 55.95 (5.925) - 0.002 Self-efficacy was enhanced by greater
Occupational Occupational Inputs Enables 53.15 (7.778) confidence in new teaching methods (School
Well-Being Occupational Well-Being A, post-intervention).
2.Enablers of Teacher  2.2. Social Connection Enables Contextual 57.58 (10.352) — 0.255 Contextual understanding remained high
Occupational Teacher Occupational Well- 59.86 (6.552) pre-intervention, with no statistically
Well-Being Being significant change (School B, post-
intervention).
2.Enablers of Teacher ~ 2.2. Social Connection Enables Teacher Efficacy 67.86 (7.530) - 0.005 Teacher efficacy increased due to enhanced
Occupational Teacher Occupational Well- 75.68 (12.255) peer collaboration and professional
Well-Being Being development (School D, post-intervention).

10
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emotion regulation, yet post-intervention findings highlighted the importance of social connectedness in reducing stress and emotional
exhaustion (Peixoto et al., 2018; Cross & Hong, 2012). This shift corresponds with the quantitative improvement in emotional
regulation (p = .033, d = 0.74), suggesting that peer-driven interactions provided an outlet for stress relief and professional
encouragement.

The findings also underscore the acknowledgment of occupational inputs (Sub-theme 2.1) and social connection (Sub-theme 2.2) as
enablers of well-being. Teachers’ ability to derive meaning from their work, reinforced by peer validation, positively influenced their
resilience. This mirrors previous research indicating that recognition and social support mitigate occupational stress (Gu, 2018). The
statistical improvements in teacher efficacy (p = .005, d = 0.65) further support the assertion that resilience is strengthened through
professional validation and shared problem-solving.

While these findings contribute to resilience research, certain methodological limitations must be acknowledged. The small sample
size (n = 22 post-intervention) limits generalisability, and self-reported measures may have introduced response bias. Additionally, the
study primarily included female teachers, necessitating further research with a more diverse participant pool. Future studies should
also explore resilience trajectories over an extended period to assess long-term sustainability.

The study’s added value lies in its contextualised understanding of resilience within resource-constrained environments. It high-
lights how culturally relevant interventions, grounded in Afrocentric values of Ubuntu and social connectedness, can provide low-cost,
scalable solutions for supporting teacher resilience. The integration of arts-based activities as a social facilitation tool also expands
existing resilience frameworks by demonstrating the effectiveness of informal, peer-driven interventions in strengthening teacher well-
being and professional development.

11. Conclusion

This study underscores the potential of low-cost, socially embedded interventions in fostering teacher resilience within resource-
constrained educational contexts. The Isithebe intervention facilitated structured peer interactions, which enhanced teachers’ pro-
fessional identity, motivation, and emotional regulation. These findings suggest that relational resilience strategies, such as social
connectedness and professional acknowledgment, are critical for sustaining teacher well-being and maintaining educational quality in
challenging settings.

While the intervention reinforced existing resilience traits, it also highlighted areas for further exploration. Teachers reported high
baseline levels of social connectedness, reflecting a strong cultural inclination towards community-based resilience (Ebersohn et al.,
2020). The intervention leveraged these pre-existing social structures, demonstrating that resilience interventions should be con-
textually adaptive rather than prescriptive. This finding aligns with the broader discourse on context-sensitive resilience-building
approaches in the Global South (Mansfield et al., 2018).

Despite its contributions, this study is not without limitations. The limited sample size and homogeneity of participants (pre-
dominantly female teachers) restrict broader applicability. Additionally, the short-term nature of the study raises questions about the
sustainability of resilience gains over time. Future research should investigate longitudinal impacts, explore the role of institutional
support structures, and assess whether similar interventions yield comparable results in rural or differently resourced schools.

Ultimately, this study contributes to the growing evidence base on teacher resilience in under-resourced educational systems. By
demonstrating how social and emotional resources can buffer against systemic challenges, it offers practical insights for teachers,
policymakers, and researchers aiming to develop sustainable teacher well-being interventions. Future studies should build on these
findings to refine intervention strategies, ensuring that teacher resilience frameworks remain both culturally relevant and adaptable to
diverse educational settings.
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