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ABSTRACT

The COVID-19 pandemic created fear and frustration, it introduced uncertainty into major
aspects of society including schools. Within a short period, the pandemic brought major
changes within the school's context. Face-to-face teaching was discontinued, and online
teaching was introduced. This restriction was put in place to manage the spread of the virus.
Educators found themselves working on a rotational schedule or providing services online as
the pandemic instilled fear and anxiety among them. The study aims to explore educators'

experiences in a special school in a township in Gauteng Province during COVID-19.

The study adopted a qualitative approach and a phenomenological research design. A sample of
15 educators from the Special School in Soshanguve Block R township in Gauteng Province,
South Africa was purposively sampled. An interview guide with open-ended questions was
developed by the researcher and guided the collection of data during semi-structured

interviews. Thematic analysis was used to analyse the collected data.

The study intended to gain an in-depth understanding of how educators managed to cope with
the pandemic regardless of the impact and frustrations experienced, and how their well-being
was affected by the pandemic. Findings revealed that COVID-19 affected educators personally
and professionally. They were compelled to adjust and adopt new ways of teaching during
COVID-19 so that they complied with the national lockdown restriction rules and regulations
during the pandemic. Most of the educators shared similar experiences of teaching during those
times. They had to resort to new ways of teaching which worked for them and their school so
that learners continued learning, and they adopted healthy distractions, as a way of distracting
themselves from all the news about the pandemic that spread on the television and on social

media which mostly lead them to be depressed and instilled fear amongst them.

Recommendations made were that an establishment of a post-pandemic support committee can
be put in place, as educators needed to be supported and advised on how to move forward and
recover from the pandemic, and necessary engagements with other stakeholders in offering
intense therapy to educators who taught during the time of COVID-19 as the impact of the
pandemic will be felt for years to come.

Keywords: Online teaching, lockdown restrictions, Change, Well-being, Special school,
Educator, COVID-19
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CHAPTER 1
GENERAL ORIENTATION AND INTRODUCTION
1.1 INTRODUCTION

This chapter gives a general orientation and introduction to the study. The statement of the
problem and rationale for the study are deliberated. The research questions, the study aims,
and objectives, and an overview of the research methods used are emphasised. The
acknowledged keywords are defined. The chapter concludes by providing the structure of

the rest of the chapters of the study.
1.2 BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

The global outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic was first identified in December 2019 in
Wuhan, China. Countries around the world cautioned the public to take responsive care.
Some of the strategies included handwashing, wearing masks, physical distancing, and
avoiding mass gatherings. Lockdown and staying-home strategies have been put in place
as the needed action to flatten the curve and control the transmission of the disease
(Pokhrel & Chhetri, 2021).

South Africa entered a nationwide lockdown for 21 days on 26 March 2020 to curb the
coronavirus’s rapid spread. During the lockdown, South Africans were instructed to stay
home, and their movements were restricted. From then on, everyone was affected by the
pandemic (Broadbent al., 2020). This resulted in unprecedented actions in education,
schools were closed when the nation declared a state of disaster in March and imposed a

nine-week lockdown (Powell, 2020).

As the country moved from lockdown level 4 to level 3 on 1 June 2020, schools were
allowed to reopen using a risk-adjusted differentiated strategy for the reopening of schools.
Grades 7 and 12 were the first to reopen on 1 June 2020 while the other grades were
gradually phased in during July and August 2020. Rotational learning came into effect as a

measure to curb the spread of the virus in the same year (Maluleke, 2020).

In most cases, educators provided tasks and instructions where parents were expected to
implement those tasks and instructions (Klapproth et al., 2020). Given the emergency
nature of the transition to schooling from attending school to home, neither the parents nor
the educators were well prepared to master the multiple challenges these changes imposed

on them.



This study investigated the experiences, challenges, and coping strategies that educators at
a special needs school encountered during COVID-19. Distance learning was not ideal for
the general education of learners in a special needs school. Many special education learners
relied on in-school services such as speech and occupational therapy. In addition, they
require hands-on instructions that make online lessons pointless. Hands-on instruction
involves learners being engaged and doing something hands-on to learn, for example,
practising a physical skill, filling out a worksheet or crafting something like a map
(Crowell, 2021).

Part of what makes special education unique is that educators create individualised
education plans for each learner. Therefore, when online classes are offered, individualised
attention to learners’ specific educational needs is jeopardised. Unfortunately, educators
had no choice but to use the online model of teaching which was challenging for educators
and learners in special needs schools (Randy, 2020).

According to Randy (2020), educators experienced intense fear and anxiety as the virus
continued to spread across South Africa; they had to move from a space in which they have
many years of experience to the unknown and challenging world of online and socially
distanced teaching. In addition, the new teaching style resulted in more challenges in
public schools, namely inadequate infrastructure, poor internet connectivity, and a lack of
digitally competent educators (Miller, 2020). There were continuous changes to the
teaching content, timetable or educators’ responsibilities, and there was not enough time to
teach the work that was required each day (Pokhrel, 2021). These were tough times for
educators as they had to change their approach to teaching and translating the curriculum
to ensure that learning takes place during online teaching. The transition from onsite to
online was so sudden, there was not much time to adapt to new platforms of education, and
the quality of teaching and learning in these new circumstances needed attention (Piya et
al., 2021). During the transition, they had to adjust continuously to deal with challenging
situations, as they had to function in new and foreign territories despite hardly any
guidelines on how to respond to these situations. (Kraft & Simon, 2020).

Teaching under COVID-19 conditions was physically and emotionally exhausting for
educators, and caused additional stress, as they constantly wondered whether they were
safe from the virus or not and whether they would acquire the skills and develop

competencies to use technology adequately (Pokhrel, 2021). To assist educators in
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continuing teaching and educating learners, the Department of Basic Education provided
support to educators in the use of digital tools for learning and communicating. According
to (Klapproth et al., 2020), the support provided resulted in more stress for some educators
because they had limited technical skills, which contributed to them experiencing anxiety
and additional stress about online teaching. Therefore, online teaching became a barrier
because of many educators' limited ability to use and integrate technology into the
classroom. They felt they had few resources, limited time, and minimal support (Kathpal,
2021).

Initially, learners had to adjust to online learning and many learners from less privileged
households had no or very limited access to WIFI, computers or smartphones. In addition,
not all parents could assist the learners with their schoolwork. As a result, these learners

fell behind with their schoolwork, and these barriers resulted in low learner motivation
(Klapproth et al., 2020).

To minimise the spread of COVID-19, learners returned to onsite teaching, but on a
rotation basis to minimise the spread of the virus. Learners struggled to adjust to the new
rotation system, they were unfocused and disruptive, and educators found it difficult to
discipline and encourage them to do their work. The learners were also not allowed to play
outside to release their energy, which made it difficult for educators to teach and manage

the classroom situation (Pokhrel, 2021).

Findings of studies conducted on barriers experienced by educators during remote online
teaching showed that educators felt they shifted all the workload to parents, and this was
overwhelming for both parents and learners (Piya et al., 2021). Parents lost confidence in
the educational system because they believed that normal schooling would never resume.
Many parents opted to home-school their children because they had fears of their children
being exposed to the virus (Piya et al., 2021). According to Bubb and Jones (2020), parents
took the role of educators at home and were able to help the children directly by
contributing insights, and reflections, and engaging in good discussions on various
subjects. Some parents felt they gained more knowledge about their children's learning,
and they had opportunities to be more involved and played a more important role in the
education of their children than before (Bubb & Jones, 2020).

It was pointed out by Pokhrel and Chhetri (2021) that the level of academic performance
of learners dropped during the internal and year-end examinations. This was attributed to
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reduced teacher learners’ contact time and the lack of consultation time with educators
when learners were facing difficulties in understanding and learning. In addition,
assessments were carried out online, with a lot of trial and error, uncertainty, and confusion

among educators, learners, and parents (Pokhrel & Chhetri, 2021).

1.3 PROBLEM STATEMENT AND RATIONALE FOR THE STUDY

COVID-19 and the lockdown restrictions caused many challenges within the educational
system. It instilled fear, discomfort, and uncertainty in the school communities. Many of
the educators struggled with coping physically, and emotionally, and this led them to ‘not
remember’ what 'normal’ felt like anymore (Garcia et al., 2021). Educators were prone to
experience stress and anxiety as they felt a lack of support and limited time when teaching
learners. In addition, they were also likely to experience stress if they had to use
technology for which they did not feel competent enough (Pokhrel & Chhetri, 2021).

Educators working in high-poverty schools reported that their learners faced dramatically
more challenging experiences in schools as they were less likely to have the technology,
they needed to access online resources and were less likely to engage in learning regularly,
this resulted in educators feeling that they are failing in providing adequate services (Kraft
& Simon 2020).

The major consequence of COVID-19 in the educational setting has been transitioning
from face-to-face to online teaching to maintain teaching and learning quality standards.
When schools first closed, the widespread lack of internet access for online study was laid
bare. Nationally, only 22% of households have a computer and 10 % have an internet
connection, in North West and Limpopo province only 3.6% and 16 respectively have

access to the internet at home (Mohamed, 2021).

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant impact on learners’ academic performance
in South Africa. According to UNICEF, the impact of disrupted education since the
COVID-19 outbreak has been devastating, with learners between 75% and full school year
behind where it should be (UNICEF 2021).

The Pandemic created the biggest shock and radical change in education where 16 billion
young people have had their contact schooling suspended hence the impact of the
pandemic on academic performance was felt across all levels of education, from primary to
tertiary institutions (Mphahlele et al., 2001).
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The sudden change initially created chaos in the educational setting and required rapid and
intense adjustments for educators, learners, and parents. Educational institutions including
special schools had to adapt and implement new alternative systems like rotational learning
and, in some instances, online teaching to help get their learners through the year (Jose,
2021).

Learners with disabilities in special schools were among those most severely affected by
COVID-19’s disruptions of schools when districts shuttered school buildings in the early
days of the pandemic, they also struggled to provide accommodation and therapies

remotely, causing some children to fall behind for lack of needed support (Blad, 2022).

Govender (2020) found that educators who reported more difficulty focusing on their work
during the pandemic were more than twice as likely to report mental health distress. There
was a higher prevalence of experiencing symptoms of depression and anxiety among
educators who struggled with implementing COVID-19 prevention measures. It is argued
that the physical, mental, and social health of educators have been impacted by the
pandemic resulting in high levels of stress and burnout (Garcia et al., 2021).

COVID-19 brought concerns and worry among educators in the sense that they
experienced absenteeism among the learners, which was deeply felt, they worked to find
missing learners, which affected them negatively and the abrupt lack of contact within the
schools led to a sense of loss of community and connection because of not seeing the
learners in person (Fagan, 2020). Throughout the pandemic, educators listened to stories
from learners about their challenges and struggles at home, such as parents’ losing jobs,
basic needs no longer being met, evictions, and increased learner anxiety. Therefore, by
listening to the learners’ hardships and challenges, educators have been exposed to
secondary trauma (Bintliff, 2020). In addition, Roman (2020) highlighted that COVID-19
presented an educator retention risk with more than half of educators reporting that they
are thinking of leaving the profession more now than before the pandemic. This may be

due to the intensity and the level of struggles they experienced throughout the pandemic.

The intensity of educators’ experiences during the times of COVID-19, the challenges and
what coping strategies they used are unknown and not well-researched (Davis, 2017). In
this study, the researcher explored the experiences, challenges, and coping strategies of

educators in a special school in a township in Gauteng province, during COVID-19.
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The research study is likely to contribute to the knowledge base in the fields of education
and social work. The study might provide insight into the role of social workers in
supporting the educational community during the pandemic. This can help inform future
social work practice and education in times of crisis. School Social Workers might be able
to provide awareness and preventative services to educators in taking care of their well-
being and render psycho-social services to educators in working through their experiences
in preparation for future unforeseen challenges. Educators are important role players in the
education system, they are role models for learners and learners depend on them, therefore
Broadbent (2020) argues that educators must be supported in terms of their well-being and
for the sake of the learners.

The study is likely to explore the challenges experienced by educators and establish what
coping strategies educators employ in coping with COVID-19. These might become
lessons learnt during COVID-19 and suggestions on coping during pandemics in future are

likely to become future guidelines for educators in similar situations.

The study will influence policy-making on the education system in such a way that it can
inform policy decisions on education, such as the allocation of resources, the development
of remote learning strategies and the support for educators and learners during times of

crisis.

Waddington (2011) claims that the education system might be disrupted in future
therefore educators must be prepared to deal with sudden changes, and able to deal with

unforeseen disruptions.
1.4 RESEARCH QUESTIONS
The following research questions guided the study:

o What were the experiences of educators in a special school in a township in
Gauteng Province during COVID-19?
e What impacts did COVID-19 have on educators' well-being?

1.5 AIM AND OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

The study aimed to explore educators' experiences in a special school in a township in
Gauteng Province during COVID-109.
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The objectives of the research study were threefold.

e To explore the challenges experienced by educators at Soshanguve Special School
during COVID-109.
e To explore the impact of COVID-19 on educators’ mental well-being.

e To explore coping strategies of educators in dealing with COVID-109.

1.6 OVERVIEW OF RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The study used a qualitative research approach which is a holistic approach that
incorporates discovery and phenomenological research design. Phenomenology focuses on
the subjective experience and perceptions of individuals who are involved in the study
(Creswell, 2018).

A population according to De Vos et al. (2005) refer to a set of entities in which all the
measurements of interest to the researcher are represented. The population in the study was
all the educators who were permanently employed by the Department of Basic Education

in Soshanguve Special School situated in the township of Soshanguve, Gauteng.

A sample of 15 participants was selected using purposive sampling as a technique.
According to Antonius (2003), purposive sampling is a sampling technique in which a
researcher relies on her judgement to select members of a population to participate, whom
the researcher believes will provide a better understanding of the research study explored.

The method of data collection used was semi-structured interviews in other to gain an
understanding of the phenomenon from the point of the participants, and an interview
guide was used to collect data during interviews with the participants. According to
Kumar (2014), a semi-structured interview guide is a written list of questions, thoroughly

prepared and pre-tested to be used by the researcher during a person-to-person interaction.

Thematic analysis was used to do data analysis. The researcher engaged in transcribing,
reading, and re-reading the interview transcripts multiple times for coding and developing
themes, then the researcher interpreted the collected and transcribed data to present the
main findings according to the study objectives, highlight the key findings, prepare

conclusions, and make recommendations.
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1.7 DEFINITION OF CONCEPTS
Online teaching

Online teaching is the process of educating others on virtual platforms. This type of
teaching involves live classes, video conferencing, webinars, and other online tools.
(Villiant, 2020).

Online teaching is a method that delivers instruction and supports interaction between

learners and educators through a virtual environment (Kirk, 2020).

COVID-19 came with restrictions and measures to minimise its spread, this affected how
teaching and learning were conducted in schools, therefore educators adopted the online
teaching method and delivered instruction through virtual platforms as mentioned by the

above authors.
Well-being in the special school education.

According to Hunt (2019), well-being in special school education is crucial to educators’
mental health and their job satisfaction which in turn affects the progress of their learners.
The research was able to understand how educators’ well-being was affected by the

pandemic.

Well-being is a positive state experienced by individuals and societies. Like health, it is a
resource for daily life and is determined by social, economic, and environmental
conditions. Well-being encompasses quality of life and the ability of people and societies

to contribute to the world with a sense of meaning and purpose (Webster, 2018).

Joseph (2017) identified fourteen distinct and recurring constructs that are used to describe
well-being: happiness, vitality, calmness, optimism, involvement, self-awareness, self-
acceptance, self-worth, competence, development, purpose, significance, congruence, and

connection.

The study adopted the definition (Webster, 2018) as it fitted well with what the study
wanted to achieve. The research was able to understand the state in which educators
experienced teaching during the time of COVID-19 as their daily lives were affected.
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Lockdown restriction

This has been defined as a set of measures aimed at reducing transmission of COVID-19
that are mandatory, applied indiscriminately to a general population and involve some

restrictions on the established pattern of social and economic life (McCoy, 2020).

As mentioned above, measures were put in place to slow the spread of COVID-19.
Understanding the role played by lockdown restrictions during the pandemic gave the
researcher an idea of how the participants were holistically affected.

Special School

School catering for students with special educational requirements arising from a physical
or intellectual disability or behavioural difficulties (Nel, 2021). A school specifically
catering for or accommodating students with disabilities or other problems that need

special treatment.

According to Weber (2018), a special school is a school for children who have some kind
of serious physical or mental health. A special school is a school that caters specifically for
children whose needs cannot be met with the provision and support of mainstream. Special
schools are designed to provide a safe and supportive environment for children with
special needs and to help them develop the skills they need to succeed in life (Grey, 2019).
This definition fitted well with the study and its’ aims as it was conducted in Soshanguve
Special School which offers a supportive environment and skills that enables learners to

succeed in life.
Department of Education

The Department of Education was one of the Departments of the South African
Government until 2009 when it was divided into the Department of Basic Education and
the Department of Higher Education and Training. It oversaw the education and training
system of South Africa, including schools and universities.

The Department of Basic Education is one of the departments in the South African
government which oversees primary and secondary education in South Africa and the
Department of Higher Education oversees universities and other post-secondary education
in South Africa.
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LIMITATIONS

DELIMITATIONS

Newly qualified educators who were not
working during COVID-19 were not
included in the study.

The researcher strictly adhered to the
inclusion and exclusion criteria and
requested educators who taught during
COVID-19.

There was a shortage of staff at the school
due to attendance of provincial courses and
training which might have led to the
researcher not recruiting enough
participants which might have affected the
data collection and analysis process.

The researcher took note of the timetable
and schedules for teachers to know who
and how many educators were on duty

when making appointments for interviews.

Participants feared that the information
they share might identify them when
published, and this might lead to
participants not openly sharing their true

experiences with the researcher.

The researcher emphasised how
confidentiality and anonymity of the
person and data of the participants were

managed.

1.9 ORGANISATION OF THE STUDY

The study is organised into five subsequent chapters.

Chapter One includes the introduction and background of the study. The problem

statement and rationale for the study are explained. The research questions, aim, and

objectives of the study are mentioned. An overview of the research methodology applied

and definitions of key concepts used in the study are presented.

In Chapter Two, the theoretical framework relevant to the study, and the literature review

relevant to this study are dealt with. Attention is paid to the COVID-19 pandemic and the

changes it brought to the educational system, township special schools vs. mainstream

suburban special schools. The relevant legislation, regulations, and guidelines concerning

special schools are highlighted.
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Chapter Three covers the research methodology used for the research study. A description
of the research paradigm, research approach, and design is given. A discussion of the
population, sample and sampling procedures are presented. The research instrument used
during data collection the method of data collection, and the method of data analysis.
Subsequently, the study's trustworthiness, and ethical principles considered during the
study are addressed.

In Chapter Four the analysed collected data are presented and discussed. Chapter Five, the

last chapter of the study summarises the main findings, conclusions, and recommendations.
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CHAPTER TWO
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 INTRODUCTION

This chapter focuses on the theoretical framework relevant to the study and describes the
COVID-19 Pandemic in South Africa and the changes it brought to the educational system.
The second part of the chapter concentrates on the transition of the educational system
from onsite to online teaching, the prioritising of learning and learning material during the
pandemic, and the challenges experienced by educators in special schools. Lastly, the
relevant legislation, regulations, and guidelines related to special schools in South Africa

are explained.
2.2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The Ecological system theory is a scientific approach to studying lifespan development

that emphasizes the interrelationship of different developmental processes (Nancy, 2007).

This theory was developed by Bronfenbrenner as a theory of human development that
would consider the influences of all the systems that play a role in impacting the lived
experiences of the individual no matter how remote the influence. (Kail & Cavanaugh,
2010). Through the study of the ecology of human development, social scientists seek to
explain and understand how an individual interacts with the interrelated systems within
that individual's environment (Zaden et al., 2007). The theory has five complex

layers called systems that play a role in the development of the individual, namely:
microsystem, mesosystem, ecosystem, macrosystem and chronosystem (Nancy, 2007). The
researcher will be able to develop a holistic view of the participants' in- environment as
educators of a special school in Soshanguve have been affected by what has happened in
the community as COVID-19 spread across and their daily function changed as time went
on. This theory will assist the researcher in having a broad understanding of the
experiences of educators regarding how their environment contributed to their mental
health.
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The ecological systems theory has the following advantages. This theory provides a
comprehensive framework for understanding human development and behaviour,
considering the multiple levels of influence that shape individuals (Erikson et al., 2018).
Ecological theory draws on multiple disciplines, including psychology, sociology, and
anthropology, to provide a holistic understanding of human development. It also has
applications in various fields like education, social work, and public policy, as it can
inform interventions and programmes that are tailored to the needs of specific populations
(Nancy, 2007). The theory emphasizes the importance of understanding the context in
which individuals’ lives, including their family, community, and cultural environment
(Zadien et al., 2007).

The following are shortcomings of the ecological systems theory:

It can be very difficult to apply the theory in practice as it requires a deeper understanding
of all the levels of influence that shape human development (Kail & Cavanaugh, 2010).
There is no direct guidance on how to address specific issues, as it is a broad framework
for understanding human development (Nancy, 2007). The theory does not account for
individual difference in human differences in human development and behaviour, as it
emphasizes the importance of understanding the context in which individuals live.
Educators were influenced by all five systems that Bronfenbrenner refers to in his

Ecological System Theory.

Microsystems

The microsystem is the immediate environment that directly influences an individual, such
as family, school, and peer groups (Mahmud, 2022). Educators play a crucial role in the
microsystem as they interact with learners daily, providing them with guidance, support,
and knowledge. They create a positive learning environment and establish relationships
that can impact learners’ development and academic success (Brigandi et al., 2022).

Mesosystem

The mesosystem refers to the connections and interactions between various microsystems
that an individual is a part of (Haleemunnisa, 2021). Educators are influenced by the
mesosystem as they work collaboratively with families, other educators, and community

members to support student learning and well-being. Effecting communication and
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partnership between these different systems are essential for creating a cohesive network
for learners (Cheng et al., 2020).

Exosytem

The exosytem includes settings that indirectly influence an individual, such as the school
board, government policies, and the community (Brigandi et al., 2022). Educators are
influenced by the exosytem through educational policies, curriculum guidance and funding
decision that impact their teaching practices and the resources available to them. Educators
were affected by this level of ecological system theory as their known day-to-day way of
rendering service to the learner changed, they had to adapt to the new government and
educational policies policy that were put in place to minimise the spread of the virus. They

were affected and had to continue teaching regardless of the stress they experienced.

Macrosystem

The macrosystem refers to the broader culture and societal values, beliefs and ideologies.
Educators are influenced by the macrosystem as they strive to create an inclusive and
equitable learning environment that respects and celebrates the diversity of their learners
(Judge et al., 2017).

Chronosystem

The Chronosystem recognised that individuals and their environment change over time.
Educators are influenced by the Chronosystem as they need to adapt their teaching
practices to keep up with evolving educational trends, technological advancements, and
societal changes (Hynes, 2021). The pandemic brought changes to the educator’s
profession which evolved and brought educational trends (new methods of teaching) which

needed to be accepted and adapted to.
2.3 LITERATURE REVIEW
2.3.1 COVID-19 PANDEMIC

The Corona Virus Disease, otherwise known as the COVID-19 pandemic, has affected all
nations globally. Scientists predicted the worst scenario to occur in Africa since it was the
least developed of the continents in terms of the human development index, lagged behind
others in the achievement of the United Nations sustainable development goals, has
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inadequate resources for the provision of social services and has many fragile states
(Bwire, 2021).

Africa was to be the worst affected continent by COVID-19 infections with cases and
deaths forecasted to overwhelm healthcare services, however, in terms of impact to social
services and the economy, the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted all sectors negatively.
All countries have been affected regardless of the level of development; however, the
effect has been more serious for the least developed countries where most of the African

countries are placed (Bwire, 2021).

While some countries have gone past the peak, South Africa continued to experience the

effects of this novel global pandemic (Viljoen, 2020).

Since the lockdown started on 27 March the daily number of confirmed cases initially
declined and fluctuated at a relatively low rate, However, since mid-May the daily number
of new cases started increasing significantly reaching a new peak of 4 300 confirmed cases
on 14 June, this resulted from the relaxing of the lockdown regulations, the rate started

increasing rather rapidly, reaching 6.5% on 16 July (Trading View, 2020).

Several measures have been put in place in South Africa to reduce the spread of the virus,
including social distancing which requires people to maintain a distance of 1.5 meters from
each other and avoid crowded places groups (Braga, 2020). Due to restrictions on the
number of people allowed to enter supermarkets, long queues formed outside shopping
complexes where members of the community needed to purchase their daily essentials.
Panic buying caused by fear of infections and lockdown restrictions led to a reduction in

the frequency of essential purchases but resulted in excessive buying (Budd et al., 2020).

To prevent the spread of the virus, various measures were implemented, such as wearing
masks, using sanitisers and others. A strict regulation was in place that required everyone
to wear masks and sanitise their hands before entering any premises. (Broadbent, 2020).
The society was impacted by the government’s regulation that restricted their movement
and enforced curfew during specific hours, which prevented them from being free to go
wherever they wanted (Singh & Adhikari, 2020). In March 2020, the government enforced
curfew hours from 12 am to 4 am, which prohibited people in the street during those hours.
Those who failed to abide by the curfew were committing an offence and were liable to a

fine or imprisonment not exceeding six months. (Mooren, 2022).
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COVID-19 regulations for attendance at funerals affected many family members who
could not attend due to the regulation, many did not have the closure and sending off loved
ones with respect (Kraft & Simon, 2020).

It was stipulated that only two members of a person with a close affiliation to the deceased
may, with the required permits, accompany the vehicle transporting the mortal remains to
the area, or province where the burial will take place. The size of the funeral was set to 50
people only and each person attending the funeral needed to obtain a permit issued by the

local police commander (Boelen, 2022).

Effective implementation of these measures requires the cancellation of public events, and
educational and commercial activities and limiting individuals' freedom to non-essential
movement to encourage people to remain at home. However, the above-measured
effectiveness is critically based on the compliance of human behaviours in society (Kraft &
Simon, 2020).

COVID-19 regulations also disrupted the education system in South Africa, and lockdown
regulation had a noticeable effect on the number of out-of-school children in 2021, the
disruption created the closure of schools and rotational attendance which resulted in
reduced levels of attendance. close to one million children aged 5-18 were out of school.
The largest number of out-of-school children was observed among 5-13 (Statistic South
Africa, 2022). Rotational attendance, sporadic school closure and days off for specific
grades have resulted in school children losing 54 per cent of learning time (Budd et al.,
2020).

Due to the Pandemic and its restrictions on schools, the implementation of online teaching
strategies was introduced to adhere to the rules and restrictions. This regulation became a
barrier and affected the service being delivered to the learners. According to Renshaw
(2020), the following barriers affected teaching and learning when it comes to delivering
service online, educators had limited technology experience as they were not used to this
method of teaching, there was a lack of motivation and support for educators to engage

learners as learners did not have adequate gadgets to engage in this method of learning.

A plethora of factors that include awareness of the measure, the severity of penalties, and
the cost of isolation could affect these measures. Among other spheres of life, COVID-19
has reconfigured the teaching and learning process, resulting in online teaching as the

dominant modus operandi (Budd et al., 2020).
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2.3.2 CHALLENGES AND CHANGES BROUGHT IN BY THE PANDEMIC TO
THE EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM AND EDUCATORS OF A SPECIAL SCHOOL IN
SOSHANGUVE

All educational institutions in South Africa were temporarily shut down to contain the
spread of the COVID-19 pandemic. It appears that many learners in special schools
attended only half the school days in the second half of the year because of how schools
implement social distancing. Educators were not able to complete the curriculum, leaving
many gaps in learners’ education, which resulted in poorer learners being least able to
catch up (Moore, 2019).

The effective implementation of social distancing demands that schools be closed for as
long as each government is certain that the pandemic has been curtailed enough for the
safety of learners and educators (Broadbent, 2020). School closures can either be reactive
or proactive, reactive closing of schools occurs upon the discovery of coronavirus cases
among the learners, staff, or parents. While proactive closure of schools occurs before the
disease even reaches the doors of the school (Onyema et al., 2020). The Soshanguve
Special School, therefore, closed proactively.

Long periods of learning would be lost for as long as the closures lasted. Keki¢ (2016)
reports that schools losing long periods of learning due to disease outbreaks can result in
both temporal and permanent damage to the educational system. The temporal damage
includes disruption of the curriculum which could take a long time to be recovered. In
South Africa, schools have been shut down in the national lockdown, placing many
children at risk of losing out on learning time. Particularly at risk were children with
special educational needs, who have various difficulties such as physical, behavioural and
learning difficulties (Pedro et al., 2020).

Face-to-face contact lessons with educators in special schools were not available during the
lockdown, this put a strain on the parents having to fill in the gap and some children lost
access to their networks of support, leaving them vulnerable and isolated (Pedro et al.,
2020).

Human Rights Watch reported in their study that between April and August 2020, 57
remote interviews with learners in special schools, parents, and educators across Burkina
Faso, Cameroon, The Democratic Republic of Congo, Kenya, Morocco, Nigeria, Zambia,

Madagascar and South Africa were conducted to learn about the effects of the pandemic on
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children education (Human Rights Watch, 2020). The study revealed that school closures
caused by the pandemic exacerbated previously existing inequalities and that children who

were already at risk of being excluded from a quality education have been most affected.

The study further revealed that children did not receive education across the continues in
March 2020, children learned less through online teaching, and they received minimum
instructions to complete their assignments. Learners in special schools are a vulnerable
group that requires specialised, time-sensitive programme support, which was not available
to them and generic home schooling solutions were not suitable for them (Pedro et al.,
2020).

According to Hoadley (2020), in preparation to re-open the schools after the lockdown
period, the Department of Education in South Africa undertook a process of trimming the
Annual Teaching Plan (ATP), this provided the purpose and principle of curriculum
trimming and reorganisation, the other further mentioned that trimming od the curriculum
was a temporary measure for 2020 with a return to the normal curriculum planned for
2021.

The question has been how learners would be able to make up for the period of lockdown
since educational systems in the country are structured with definitive calendars.
Alternative methods of learning such as online teaching can be a useful means to ensure
learners access to learning activities during the period of national lockdown (Jose, 2021).
The traditional method of chalk-and-board teaching requires that participants must be
present in classrooms where teaching is restricted to textbooks and teachers’ notes, but the
advent of technology has created new avenues where teachers and learners can access

online vast learning materials regardless of distance (Budd & Jones, 2020).

A major impact of technology is that it can be used to enhance access to information and
improve learning standards in township schools. Educators need to be trained on how to
use computer-based learning and this would enable them to provide learners with unlimited
access to online materials irrespective of distance. COVID-19 revealed the necessity for
educators to have digital skills to teach online (Perifanou et al., 2021). The authors further
said that the pandemic exposed the unreadiness of educators to effectively use digital

technologies.

The better the educators’ digital skills, the more likely they were to be engaged, whereas

the more digital challenges they experienced, the more likely they were to feel burned out.
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In addition, the more the educators felt that families were suffering from COVID-19 and
had difficulties with remote learning, the more likely the educators were to feel stressed or
even burned out. Thus, the inequalities among families had severe implications for
educators' well-being (Murphy, 2020). The rapid translation of modules from traditional
face-to-face teaching to online teaching came with its challenges. For instance, educators
found it difficult and stressful to develop effective online lessons within a short period
(Hew et al., 2020). The era when educators depended on printed instructional materials
has shifted to a technology era where classrooms are not only constituted of brick-and-
mortar but rather integrated with virtual platforms. The use of technology in teaching and
learning has been widely researched and many authors believe that technology can play

vital roles in education (Perifanou et al., 2021).

The permanent damage includes the fact that some learners may never return to school
even when the disease outbreak has ended. The pandemic brought a major crisis within the
educational system, a crisis that led to the shutting down of schools, therefore, there were
several school dropouts which was a result of a long-term process of disengagement from

school and school life in general. (Tsolou et al., 2021).

Educators instilled the relationship with the parents of the learners. They had to partner
closely with their learner’s parents to achieve learning goals, parents took the teacher role
at home to assist their children with homework so that learners do not fall behind.
Educators applauded parents’ involvement in their children’s educational life and

willingness to support learning in the home setting (Vale & Graven, 2022).

During the global health emergency caused by COVID-19, educators had to change their
work format, which harmed their mental health (Pablo et al., 2014). To promote
understanding and support for educators, stakeholders such as parents, school district
officials, and community partners need to be aware of the changes that have occurred
during the pandemic that have led to a decrease in educators’ well-being (Makuna &
Aloka, 2020).

Educators are expected to fill many roles in their daily tasks in addition to teaching, such
as being information providers, disciplinarians, planners, evaluators, facilitators, and role
models. In addition, they are required to meet the requirements of parents, colleagues, and
stakeholders, such as local governments, sometimes without having their achievements

appreciated, because of the workload, these many and sometimes contradictory roles can
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lead to physical and mental health problems (Puket & Murphy, 2022). It is known that
chronic exposure to stressful work-related conditions can lead to several mental disorders,
such as anxiety and depression, with increases in absenteeism and declines in educators’
performance as consequences, educators’ health is not only important to themselves, Due
to their close connections to learners, educators’ well-being can affect their students’

performance and the learning process (Jose, 2021).

Responses to the COVID-19 pandemic have created a long list of new stressors for
educators to deal with, including problems caused by the emergency conversion to online
teaching and substantial levels of stress reported by educators. The typical days for
educators in South Africa were stressful enough, given their typically heavy workloads,
time pressures, and difficulties juggling roles as the sources of their stress have multiplied
with the advent of COVID-19 (Powell, 2020). Educators’ workloads that were once
perceived as substantial have been complicated by rapid conversion to online delivery for
which many educators had not been prepared but whose effects seem likely to last for
years to come (Broadbent, 2020). Balancing personal and professional roles is a challenge
for many educators, but online delivery of courses with work-at-home protocols and
ubiquitous online work-related activity creates a lack of physical, temporal, and/or
psychological boundaries between school and home (Budd et al., 2020). In many cases,
educators have significant others sharing the same space and/or have children who also

need their attention.

Educators reported a sense of worry and concern for learners and absenteeism from the
learners was deeply felt. Although educators reported that school officials worked to find
missing learners, the abrupt lack of contact affected their emotions. This sense of loss, as
well as the loss of not seeing their learners in person, led to a kind of grieving for some
educators that generally was not being acknowledged or supported (Mukuna & Aloka,
2020).

Balancing personal and professional roles is a challenge for many educators, but online
delivery of courses with work-at-home protocols and ubiquitous online work-related
activity creates a lack of physical, temporal, and/or psychological boundaries between
school and home (Budd et al., 2020). In many cases, educators have significant others

sharing the same space and/or have children who also need their attention.
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Several studies have focused on conceptualizing social isolation feelings. Social isolation
is a lack of meaningful human contact with other persons. That lack of face-to-face contact
with others could cause social isolation. Studies have revealed that face-to-face connection
is helpful because it allows individuals to express their emotions toward peers (Holmes &
Reid, 2017). Individuals struggle to connect with others due to COVID-19-related
restrictions. For example, the need to maintain social distancing compelled people to limit
discretional movement. In online teaching, communicating with fellow learners and
educators was challenging. It is essential to consider that the era of COVID-19 contributed
to increased feelings of anxiety (Millar, 2020). It is relevant to differentiate the cause of
social isolation and its development. Social isolation could contribute to a high withdrawal
rate during online teaching compared to the traditional face-to-face approach to learning.
Social isolation could be an obstacle to academic performance and achievement. It may

lead to increased anxiety, depression, and feelings of sadness (Ali & Smith, 2015).

The interrelationship between perceived vulnerability to disease, fear of COVID-19, and
psychological distress among a sample of South African school educators. (Tyron, et al.
2020) argued that germ aversion was associated with a heightened fear of COVID-19,
which in turn was associated with heightened anxiety, depression, and hopelessness.

It is plausible that South African educators' germ aversion and the related fear of COVID-
19 and heightened anxiety may be due to their work conditions. The average educator-
student ratio in the country is one educator to every 33 learners; this ratio, combined with
poor school infrastructure, results in heavily overcrowded classrooms. Further, inadequate
government provision of personal protective equipment, poor sanitation, lack of access to
running water, and difficulties disinfecting classrooms can aggravate educators’ fear of

COVID-19 and associated anxiety about contracting the virus. (Tyron, et al., 2020).

To be ready for the next crisis in education, important policy and school practice issues
must be addressed and appropriate support needs to be offered to educators during future
pandemics. The most important is to continue to follow a long-term education policy that
focuses on equity and quality of education. Equity means that all educators including
special-needs educators should continuously learn Digi pedagogy skills; likewise, all
students should learn digital skills (Pokhrel & Chetri, 2021).

Digital platforms and digital environments should also be used in classroom teaching.

Educators and students should have easy access to digital tools. Education providers and
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schools should continuously update these digital tools and infrastructure. In addition, we
need to promote the socio-emotional skills of grit, curiosity, resilience, emotional
regulation, and social competence among students, educators, and principals to support
their engagement and well-being. These are the key resources buffering individuals from

stress during future challenging demands (Millar, 2020).

2.3.3 TOWNSHIP SPECIAL SCHOOLS VS. SUBURBAN SPECIAL SCHOOLS

South African Special Schools render services to learners that need the highest level of
support, barriers to learning range from cognitive abilities, learning disabilities, sensory
disabilities, and behavioural problems (Wager, 2018). It is a fact that special schools vary

in the disabilities they cater to, and the programmes they are offering (Hew et al., 2020).

Special schools are public schools. Therefore, their functioning must be guided by the laws
and policies that guide other public schools. Furthermore, special schools have a critical
role in the implementation of an inclusive education system. Therefore, their functioning
should be guided by the relevant legislation and policies that support an inclusive
education system (Guideline to Ensure Quality Education, 2014).

There seems to be a vast difference between special schools in a township and special
schools in special Suburban areas in terms of the facilities and resources they have in

rendering services to the learners.

Location and demographics: Township Special Schools are in economically disadvantaged
or marginalised areas, often in townships or rural communities. They serve learners
predominantly from low-income backgrounds. Suburban Special Schools are usually
located in more affluent suburban areas. They tend to serve learners coming from middle

to upper-class families with greater access to resources and support.

Facilities and resources: Township Schools: Due to limited funding and resources, they are
often challenged in terms of infrastructure, equipment, and materials and they have limited
access to technology, specialised equipment, or updated resources for learners. When
comes to Suburban Special Schools, they have better access to funding and resources and
they often have modern facilities, up-to-date technology, and a wider range of resources to
meet the needs of the learners (Broadbent, 2020). According to Spenser (2022), special

schools in townships do not have the luxury of having digital resources to minimize the
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effect of the shutdown on its learners when compared to suburban special While these
learners do have access to resources like the Internet and gadgets, they are clearly at a
disadvantage when compared to learners who can use tablets and laptops, as well as high-

quality Internet connections, to their advantage.

Class Sizes and Educator-Learner Ratio in Township Special Schools: Due to the high
learner population and limited resources, Township Special Schools often have larger
educator-learner ratios. This makes it more challenging for educators to provide
individualised attention and support to each learner. Suburban Special Schools generally
have smaller ratios. This allows for more personalised instruction and support, enabling
educators to address the specific needs of each learner more effectively. Govender (2020)
mentioned that Township Special Schools are generally understaffed, and funding issues
are an ever-present reality. Even at the best of times they barely cope. The added burden of
costs related to staffing regarding school sanitisation; acquiring materials and reorganising

spacing to comply with social distancing norms made it worse.

Curriculum and programmes: Township Special Schools may face limitations in terms of
curriculum options and programme offerings. They often focus on providing essential
academic skills and functional life skills that are relevant to the learners’ immediate
environment and future employment prospects. Suburban Special Schools offer a wide
range of curriculum options and programmes. They have specialised programmes for
learners with different disabilities and focus on preparing learners for higher education,
vocational training, or independent living (Polloway et al., 2018). Limited memory span is
one of the learning barriers of the group even minor breaks like weekends necessitate a
kind of catch-up programme. Educators in special schools had to put in extra effort to
render effective service to the learners during the pandemic.

A major break in routine such as this lockdown promoted anxiety, acting up and regression
in these learners, for whom a school is usually a place of constancy, learning,

and happiness (Waddington, 2011).

The fact that there are learning limitations for the learners in special schools, became a
challenge when the curriculum delivery did recommence due to measures of minimizing
the spread of the virus, it ought to be a complete restart while keeping tuition in COVID-19
safety precautions on the go until they gradually become a habit (Bester & Brand, 2013).



31

Special school educators in a township reported an increase in psychosocial risk in the
working environment regarding limited resources, difficulty in organizational justice,
interpersonal problems, role confusion and work overload, uncertainty management, as
well as the responsibility of being a primary learning facilitator for learners with special
needs (Roman, 2020). Other challenges involved assessments, assessment tools and

strategies, monitoring learners and ethical issues related to learners’ behaviour.

The discrepancies between Township Special Schools and Suburban Special Schools have
had significant implications for educators’ well-being, especially during the COVID-19

pandemic.

2.3.4 RELEVANT LEGISLATION, POLICIES, REGULATIONS, AND
GUIDELINES CONCERNING SPECIAL SCHOOL

Special schools are public schools. Therefore, their functioning is guided by the legislation,

policy regulations and guidelines that guide public schools.

Special schools play a critical role in the implementation of an inclusive education system.
Therefore, their functioning is guided by the relevant legislation and policies that support
an inclusive education system. The following legislation, policies, and regulations guide
the functioning of special schools.

2.3.4.1 South African Constitution (1996)

The constitution of South Africa (section 29 (1)(a)) states that “every person in Sith Africa
has the right to a basic education, including adult basic education, to further education,
which the State, through reasonable measures, must make progressively available and
accessible and this also includes everyone with disabilities as article 9 (3) indicates that no
unfair discrimination “directly or indirectly against anyone on one or more grounds,
including, race, gender, age, disability, religion, culture, language” will be tolerated”
(South African Constitution, 1996).
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2.3.4.2 Education White Paper 6: Special Education Needs Building an Inclusive
Education and Training System

Education White Paper 6 is a policy document that outlines the South African
government’s vision for inclusive education (Lomofsky & Lazararus, 2001). Its purpose is
to provide a framework for the development of an inclusive education system that caters to
the needs of all learners, including those with disabilities, special needs, and those that are
coming from disadvantaged backgrounds (Rooyen et al., 2001). Education White Paper 6
aims to promote equality, access, and quality education for all learners, regardless of their
socioeconomic status, race gender, or ability. It also seeks to address the historical

inequalities in the educational system and promote social cohesion and nation-building).

This policy outlines strategies for the provision of education support for learners who
experience barriers to learning and development. According to this policy, one of the key
strategies for improving education support to learners experiencing barriers to learning and
development is through the establishment of an inclusive education and training system
(Rooyen et al., 2001).

At the centre of this system should be strengthened special schools that will provide
adequate appropriate and quality educational provision for those learners who require an
intense level of support and are enrolled in these schools; therefore, special schools will
also be strengthened so that they function as a resource centre. As a resource centre, they
will be expected to provide “particular expertise and support, especially professional
support in curriculum, assessment and instruction to neighbouring schools, especially full-

service schools (Inclusive Education in South Africa, 2001).

The Education White Paper 6 provides guidelines for the implementation of inclusive
education policies and practices in schools and aims to ensure that all learners have access
to quality education that prepares them for the challenges of the 21 century (Inclusive
Education in South Africa, 2001).

Guidelines to ensure quality education in special schools

The purpose of guidelines to ensure education in special schools is to provide a framework
for the development and implementation of quality education programmes for learners
with special needs (Bubpha et al., 2012). These guidelines aim to ensure that learners with

special needs receive an education that is tailored to their individual needs and abilities and
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that they are provided with the necessary support and resources to achieve their full
potential (Mckenzie, 2020). The guidelines ensure that special schools are adequately res,
as well as ensuring that the physical infrastructure and learning resources are accessible
and appropriate for learners with disabilities or special needs. Overall, the guidelines
ensure that education in special schools promotes equity, access, and quality education for
learners with disabilities and make makes that they can participate fully in society and

achieve their full potential (Olivia et al., 2012).

The following are guidelines to ensure guality education in special schools.

Individualized Education Plan: each learner in a special school should have an IEP that
outlines their specific goals and objectives, as well as the strategies and accommodations
needed to meet those goals (Bubpha et al., 2012).

Qualified Staff: Special schools should have qualified and trained professionals who are

informed about the specific needs of the learners they attend (Mckenzie, 2020).

Parent and family involvement: Special schools should involve parents and families in the
process, this can include regular communication, parent and teacher conferences, and

opportunities for parents to take part in the school activities (Lomofsky & Lazarus, 2001).

Inclusive Environment: Special schools should strive to create an inclusive environment
where all learners feel welcome and valued, this can be attainable using positive behaviour

supports, peer mentoring programmes, as well as other strategies (Donohue, 2014).

Access to Assistive Technology: Special schools should provide access to assistive
technology such as communication devices, adaptive equipment, and software to help
learners with disabilities access the curriculum (Rooyen et al., 2001).

Continuous Assessment and Monitoring: Special schools should continuously assess and
monitor learners’ progress to ensure that they are meeting their goals and making progress,
this includes regular assessments, progress reports and data analysis to inform instruction

and support decision-making (Donohue, 2014).

The guideline also outlines some of the requirements for a special school to qualify to be a
Special School Resource Centre (SSRC). The Department of Basic Education must ensure
that a special school meets most of the standards described in the guidelines before the
school begins preparations to function as an SSRC (Department of Basic Education:

Guidelines to ensure quality education in Special Schools 2014).



34

The value of guidelines is that they provide a framework for decision-making, and actions
related to a specific issue or topic. In special schools, guidelines can help ensure that

learners with disabilities receive appropriate education and support (Olivia et al., 2012).

There are challenges with the translation and implementation of legislation, policies and
guidelines which are:

Lack of resources as implementing guidelines and policies can require significant
resources, including funding, staff, and training. Many schools and districts may not have

the resources to fully implement these guidelines (Starek, 2022).

Resistance to change: some educators and administrators may be resistant to change and
may not fully embrace new guidelines or policies (Homby, 2014).

Limited understanding: there may be a limited understanding of the guidelines and policies
among educators, parents, and learners, and this can lead to confusing and inconsistent
implementation (Engelbrecht et al., 2016).

Inadequate monitoring and evaluation: without adequate monitoring and evaluation, it can
be difficult to determine whether guidelines and policies are being implemented effectively
and whether they are achieving their intended outcome (Engelbrecht et al., 2016).

Legal and regulatory barriers: there may be legal and regulatory barriers that make it
difficult to implement guidelines and policies, such as conflicting laws or regulations at the

state or federal level (Lalieve, 2004).

Overall, the challenge with the translation and implementation of guidelines and policies
concerning special schools highlights the need for ongoing support training and resources

to ensure that all learners receive the education and support they need to succeed.
The Role of a School Social Worker in a Special School

The role of a school social worker in a special school is crucial in providing support and
services to learners with special needs, in a special school, social workers work closely
with educators, parents and other professionals to ensure that learners receive the

necessities to succeed academically and emotionally (Klapproth et al., 2019).

One of the primary responsibilities of a school social worker in a special school is to
provide individual and group counselling to learners. Social workers work with learners

who have a range of disabilities, including emotional, behavioural, and learning
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disabilities, they also help learners develop coping skills, manage their emotions, and build
positive relationships with their peers and educators (Moon, 2019).

In addition to counselling, school social workers in special schools also provide case
management services, they help families navigate the complex system of services and
resources available to them, such as healthcare, housing, and financial assistance. Social
workers also help learners transition from school to post-secondary education or

employment by providing guidance and support.

Overall, school social workers play a critical role in supporting the academic and
emotional success of students with special needs in special schools. Their work helps
ensure that students have the resources and support they need to reach their full potential
(Mavole, 2017).

2.4 SUMMARY

This chapter revealed how COVID-19 affected the education system and brought stress
and mental issues to educators in special schools. The theoretical framework that is
relevant to the study was discussed. The literature reviewed discussed the challenges and
changes brought in by the pandemic to the educational system and educators of a special
school in Soshanguve, it discussed township special schools vs. suburban special schools
and finally highlighted relevant legislation, regulations, and guidelines concerning special
schools. In the next chapter, the researcher will provide a detailed explanation of the

research methodology used.
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CHAPTER THREE
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
3.1 INTRODUCTION

This chapter explains the research methodology and methods used in the study. A
qualitative approach was applied, and a description of a phenomenology study design is
utilised in this research study. The third part identifies the study population, followed by
the sample and sampling procedures and the type of research instrument used. The
methods of data collection and analysis are highlighted. The trustworthiness of the study,
the ethical considerations observed, and the study limitations and delimitations are
explained.

3.2 RESEARCH QUESTIONS, AIM AND OBJECTIVES OF THE RESEARCH
STUDY.

The following research questions guided the study:

e What were the experiences of educators in a special school in a township in
Gauteng Province during COVID-19?

e What impacts did COVID-19 have on educators' well-being?

The study aimed to explore educators' experiences in a special school in a township in
Gauteng Province during COVID-109.

The objectives of the research study were threefold.

e To explore the challenges experienced by educators at Soshanguve Special School
during COVID-109.

e To explore the impact of COVID-19 on educators’ mental well-being.
e To explore coping strategies of educators in dealing with COVID-19.
3.3 RESEARCH APPROACH

To obtain an in-depth understanding of the phenomena under this study, a qualitative
research approach was applied. Creswell (2014) defines qualitative research as an approach
to exploring and understanding the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or

phenomenon in natural settings involves capturing and studying the complexities of these
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phenomena. Qualitative research is holistic and incorporates the discovery of information in
a natural environment rather than in a controlled environment (Creswell, 2014). A
naturalistic environment allows participants the freedom to share their opinions and
experiences on how the environment affects them and allows the researcher to observe how
the natural environment affects the behaviour of the participants (Creswell 2014).

The qualitative approach was appropriate for this study as it assisted in exploring and
understanding the experiences and challenges of educators in a Township Special School in
Gauteng during COVID-19, it also provided insights into how special school educators
adapted to the pandemic.

The qualitative research approach has several advantages, including flexibility, in-depth
understanding, thick description of participants’ feelings and experiences, targeted sampling,
and capturing the audience where they are. However, it also has limitations, such as small
sampling size, time-consuming, subjectivity, bias and difficulty in data analysis (Creswell,
2014)

3.4 RESEARCH DESIGN

A phenomenological research design is a qualitative research approach that aims to
understand the essence of a particular phenomenon or experience from the perspective of
individuals who have experienced it (Leedy & Ormrod, 2005). The research is based on the
philosophy of phenomenology, which emphasizes the importance of understanding the
subjective experience of individuals and the meanings they attach to them (Creswell,
2014).

The characteristics of the phenomenological design are that it focuses on subjective
experiences, it explores the subjective experience of the individual and the meanings they
attach to them (Ho et al., 2022). The research design involves conducting in-depth
interviews with participants to gather rich and detailed data about their experiences
(Qutoshi, 2018). The data collected is analysed to identify common themes and patterns in
the experiences of participants. Phenomenological research design emphasises the
importance of understanding the context in which the phenomenon is experienced (Bliss,
2016) this design takes a non-judgemental approach to understanding the experience of

participants.
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Limitations of phenomenological research design include:

There might be potential bias as the researchers’ own biases and assumptions may
influence the interpretation of the data (Groenewald, 2004). Phenomenological research

design can be time-consuming due to the need for in-depth interviews and analysis of data.

At the core of this design is understanding a phenomenon from the point of view of the
participants and describing the human experiences as experienced by the participants
(Cohen et al., 2007). This design will allow the researcher to get information on the
experiences, challenges, and coping strategies of educators in a township special school
during COVID-109.

The researcher aims to describe their lived experiences as accurately as possible, refraining
from imposing any preconceived ideas. Creating this type of environment allows
participants the freedom to share their opinions on the way that the environment affects
them (Mukuma & Aloka, 2020).

3.5 POPULATION, SAMPLING AND SAMPLING PROCEDURES

The population study was all the educators permanently employed by the Department of
Basic Education in the Soshanguve special school situated in the township of Soshanguve,
Gauteng. The school accommodates learners in conflict with the law from the ages of 14 to
21. The learners are categorised into four categories namely, awaiting trial, sentenced,
diversion, and behavioural issues (Mail & Guardian, 2019). Most of the learners in the
school have learning difficulties, hence the school offers a Technical Occupational
Curriculum. Learners are involved in skills classes such as woodwork, welding, computer
studies, agriculture, nail, hair, and beauty, and sewing.

The school has 25 educators, 5 are on contract, 20 are permanent and 15 assistant
educators. Therefore, selection criteria were used to identify participants from the

population.

A sample is referred to as a group of individuals who are selected from a larger population
to present and provide information about that population (Babbie, 2013).

Sampling involves applying appropriate sampling criteria and techniques to select
participants from the identified population. The sample of participants from the identified

research population must adhere to predetermined criteria for inclusion and exclusion.



39

According to Wagner (2012), the selection of participants from the identified population
implies that the participants have the same or similar characteristics as the population. The
sample for this study comprised of 15 permanently employed educators at Soshanguve
Special School in Soshanguve Township in Gauteng.

As argued by Salkind (2010), inclusion and exclusion criteria are eligibility criteria that the
researcher uses to identify participants from the research population who will be included
or excluded from the research study.

The following Inclusion criteria were used:

e Permanently employed educators within the Department of Basic Education
e Educators registered with the South African Council for Teachers (SACE)

e Educators employed in Soshanguve Special School situated in Block R

e Educators with between 5 and 20 years of experience

e Educators who taught during the COVID-19 pandemic

The following were the exclusion criteria:

e Other employees, like administrators, part-time workers and classroom aids who are
not trained as educators

e Permanently employed educators who did not teach during the COVID-19
pandemic

Purposive sampling a type of non-probability sampling was used to select the participants
(Babbie, 2013). Purposive sampling is referred to as judgmental sampling as this way of
sampling is entirely based on the judgment of the researcher (Etikan, 2016). The researcher
used her judgment and handpicked participants whom she believed were informed about
the topic, that is, those participants that were regarded as suitable to answer the research
questions because they had rich information regarding the phenomenon under study. The
researcher obtained permission from the Gauteng Department of Education to conduct the
study in the school, and from the school’s principal to engage with the educators. The
principal of the school informed the educators that there was a student researcher who
would be conducting the study in the school, the researcher was called into the staff room
to explain further about the process of the study. and identify potential participants.
Participant information sheets and consent forms were discussed in detail. The researcher

handed out the consent form and the participant information sheet to the potential
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participants and indicated to them that should they be interested in the study they could let

her know.

3.6 RESEARCH INSTRUMENT

The semi-structured interview guide is a research tool in qualitative research that combines
a pre-determined set of open questions with the opportunity for the interview to explore

themes or responses further (George, 2020). According to Kumar (2014), a semi-structured
interview guide is a written list of questions, thoroughly prepared and pre-tested to be used

by the researcher during a person-to-person interaction.

A semi-structured interview guide was appropriate to use in this study as the researcher
could use the questions to explore and understood the experiences of the participants form

their point of view.

The advantages of a semi-structured interview guide are as follows:

Best of both worlds: Semi-structured interviews are considered the best of both worlds.
Combining elements of structured and unstructured interviews gives semi-structured
interviews the advantage of both: comparable, reliable, and the flexibility to ask follow-up
questions (Punch, 2009).

No distractions: The ability to design a thematic framework beforehand keeps both the
interviewer and the participant on task, avoiding distractions while encouraging two-way

communication. (Babbie, 2013).

Detail and richness: While similar methods to structured interviews, questionnaires, and
surveys, semi-structured interviews introduce a more open-ended nature. Participants can

be asked to clarify, elaborate, or rephrase their answers if need be. (Vaughn, 2019).

Disadvantages of semi-structured interview guide

Low vitality: The flexibility of a semi-structured interview can also lessen their validity. It
can be challenging to compare responses between participants depending on how far the
interviewer departed from the predetermined list of questions (Adams, 2015).

High risk of research bias: The open-ended nature of semi-structured interviews can lead to

the temptation to ask leading questions, leading to observer bias (Turner, 2016).
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Difficult to develop good semi-structured questions: Semi-structured can be difficult to
conduct correctly due to their delicate balance of prior planning and spontaneous asides.

Every participant is different in their willingness to share (Vaughn, 2019).

3.7 PRE-TESTING THE RESEARCH INSTRUMENT

The purpose of pre-testing is to identify problems with the data collection instrument and
find possible solutions It is always desirable to conduct a pre-test of the research
instrument that is prepared (Bryman, 2016).

The best way to determine if a data collection tool will work is to pre-test it. The researcher
selected two of the participants who had the characteristics that represented their target
population, in this case, it was educators from Soshanguve Special School, she asked them
to participate in the pre-testing of the research instrument. She then collected data from
them, using the tool that had been developed to collect data. The results produced in this
process should indicate if the tool would be able to answer the research question/s. The
application of the tool would also indicate if the wording and meaning of the question(s)
are understood by the participants or if they need to be reworked (Bryman, 2016).

After conducting the pre-test, the researcher needed to reflect critically on any challenges
emanating from the data collection tool and its utilization. It can then be modified before
she embarks on the actual study.

After the researcher is satisfied with the data collection tool, the process of drawing a
sample of participants and the implementation of the planned data collection process can
commence. Once the data have been captured and transcribed, the scientific analysis and
verification thereof can commence.

During the pre-test, the researcher did not experience any challenges with the research
instrument and the was no need to adjust any of the questions. The data that is collected
during the pre-testing of the research instrument were not incorporated in the data analysis
for the study.

3.8 RESEARCH METHODS
3.8.1 Method of Data Collection

The researcher collected data through conducting semi-structured interviews.
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Semi-structured interviews are interviews that are conducted with the aid of an interview
guide. The interview guide is a written list of questions, thoroughly pre-tested and prepared
for use by an interviewer in a person-to-person interaction (Kumar, 2014). The researcher
prepares the themes or open-ended questions in advance and uses them to get the required

information from the participants.

According to Nieuwenhuis (2010), qualitative interviews are structured, semi-structured or
unstructured. Data in this study were collected using semi-structured interviews. The
rationale for the use of semi-structured interviews was to obtain a detailed picture of the

participants® experiences, challenges and coping strategies during the time of COVID-19.

The following are important interviewing skills to help conduct a successful interview

with participants.

Building rapport with participants can help them feel more comfortable and willing to
share their thoughts and experiences. Greet them with a handshake and a smile, and take
time to develop a connection before jumping into the interview question (Gillis, 2006).
This assisted the researcher in building a rapport with the participants and encouraged
them to share information. Practising good non-verbal communication is an essential part
of effective communication, things like maintaining eye contact, using appropriate facial
expressions, and using body language that conveys confidence and interest (Gillis, 2006).

The researcher should ask open-ended questions as they encourage the participant to
provide detailed responses and can help gain a deeper understanding of their experience
and perspectives (Harvey, 2019). The researcher’s probing assisted in obtaining more

details and clarified information about the participant’s experiences.

Participants are more likely to trust you and be open with you if you are honest and

transparent about the purpose of the interview and how the information will be used, taking
notes during the interview notes can help you remember important details and follow up on
any questions or concerns that arise (Qu & Dumay, 2011). The researcher was able to build

trust with the participants and encouraged them to share more sensitive information.

The study was conducted over a period of three weeks in a Soshanguve Special School.
The participant needed to be aware of and give consent to the interviews, therefore the

research had consent forms for them to sign.
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A mobile class was utilised to conduct the interviews and the duration of the interviews
was 30 to 45 minutes.

Before any interviews, the researcher verified that the venue where the interviews took
place was secure, safe, and welcoming. The researcher clearly explained to the participants
why she would like them to participate in the research and explained the significance of the
research. An in-depth discussion of the participant information sheet, consent form, and
confidentiality was discussed with the participants, they then decided if they would give
their written informed consent to participate voluntarily in the research project. Proper
arrangement with the participants for a suitable date, place, time, and duration for the
interview was conducted.

She made sure that an audio recorder was working properly, that the sound was clear and

that it had backup batteries and to save the recordings securely each time.
3.7.2 Method of Data Analysis

The method of data analysis applicable to the study was thematic analysis. Thematic
analysis was used to analyse the collected data. Thematic analysis is well known for data
analysis in qualitative research.

Then researchers used the following phases during the data analysis process:

1. Familiarise yourself with the data.

Data collection was audio recorded and transcribed. The researcher achieved this by
listening to the audio recordings of the interview and then she transcribed the audio
recordings. The researcher then read through the transcripts several times to get a sense of
the content. As this phase was all about getting to know the data, the researcher immersed
herself with the data and was familiar with it, she formulated possible analysis and took

into account the patterns that have emerged from the written transcripts

2. Generate initial codes.
The researcher achieved this by having an in-depth understanding of the data collected by
thoroughly reading the interview transcripts, she then identified interesting features of data
and assigned codes to them, so that data was analysed effectively. This was a way to
organize data into meaningful groups (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
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3. Search for themes.
During this phase, the researcher read through the interview transcripts numerous times for
the purpose of getting a complete sense of understanding of the information. The
researcher then started by looking at her list of codes and their associated extracts and then

tried to group them into potential themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

4. Review themes.
The researcher checked if the themes made sense in relation to the coded extracts and the
entire data set, if there were contradictions and to see if themes overlapped. She checked if
the themes appeared to form a coherent pattern or not, if not the researcher needed to
consider whether the theme was problematic or some of the data extracted within it simply
did not fit there (Braun & Clarke 2006).

5. Define and name themes.
The researcher achieved this phase by defining and refining each of the identified themes
in that data. Identifying the essence of the theme was about making a decision on which

aspects of data should be captured within the theme (Braun & Clarke 2006)

6. Produce your report.
The final analysis and write-up of the research report should include direct quotations from
the data to illustrate the themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). When the researcher writes the
findings, there should always be enough information about the project and process for the
reader to evaluate the quality of the research.
At this stage, the researcher would have already had a description of the theme, and she
will use this as a basis for her report when themes are present, quotes will be used from

what the participants said to demonstrate the findings (Creswell, 2014).

3.9 TRUSTWORTHINESS OF THE STUDY
The four constructs, credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability of
trustworthiness were considered (Shenton, 2004).

3.9.1 Credibility
Credibility in qualitative research is similar to internal validity, The credibility of
qualitative data can be assured through multiple perspectives throughout data collection to

ensure data are appropriate (Creswell & Miller, 2000). The researcher in the study made
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sure that the transcript accurately reflected what the participants shared during the

interviews.

3.9.2 Transferability
Transferability refers to the extent to which the findings of a study can be transferred to
other settings or groups (Anney, 2014). The transferability of qualitative data can be
enhanced through the thick description, which provides a detailed account of the context
and setting in which the research was conducted (De Vos et al., 2011). In this study, the
researcher provided a detailed and comprehensive description of the research process, so
other researchers could determine the applicability of the process and context in their own
research.
3.9.3 Dependability
Shenton (2004) mentioned that dependability assumes that there is a probability of finding
the same result when researching in another context using the same methodology as the
initial study. This dependability was achieved by explaining in detail the methodology
used in the study. It might guide other researchers with the same research interest to use a
similar methodology to achieve similar findings.

3.9.4 Confirmability
Confirmability refers to the degree to which the findings of the study are shaped by the
biases and assumptions of the researcher (Bryman, 2015). Confirmability of qualitative
data is assured when data are checked and rechecked throughout the research process to
ensure that the findings are not influenced by the researcher’s biases (Wagner et al., 2012).
The researcher directly quoted what the participant said so that other readers would get a

complete picture and understanding of what they had shared.

3.10 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS
3.10.1 Ethical Approval

The study was carried out after receiving the ethics clearance certificate from the
Departmental HREC (Non-medical) Committee. The protocol number is SW23/01/04 (see
Appendix D).
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3.10.2 Permission from the Gauteng Department of Education and the Public School

The researcher applied to the GDE for permission to do research in a public school in

Gauteng, and the permission was granted (see Appendix C).

The researcher requested permission from the principal of the school to do the research in

the school, and the request was approved (see Appendix. F).
3.10.3 Voluntary Participation

Voluntary participation means that research participants should not be coerced to
participate in a study (Rubin & Babbie, 2010). Participants needed to be aware of their
participation in this study and be informed of the consequences of participating and giving
consent willingly to participate. The researcher engaged with potential participants and
gave them the participation information sheet and consent form. Participants decided on
their own whether they wanted to be involved in the study, and under no circumstances
were they under duress to participate, and all participation was voluntary (Dunn, 2009).

3.10.4 Informed Consent

Informed consent is referred to as a process whereby participants are told what is taking
place in the research study (Dunn, 2009). The principle of respect for persons underpins
the requirement that a person must choose voluntarily whether to participate in research
based on information that allows an informed choice to be made. Therefore, the focal point
of informed consent is explaining the goal and content of the research project and allowing
the participants to choose whether they want to participate voluntarily (Whiting & Vickers,
2010). Given this, the researcher first explained in detail to the potential participant what
the research was about and that participation is voluntary. This allowed the participant to
make an informed choice. If they agree to participate in the research, they must complete a
consent to participate form. The researcher respected the participants’ choice regarding
participation and always promoted their right of choice as part of obtaining informed

consent (see Appendix B).

3.10.5 Confidentiality

Confidentiality keeps private all the identifying information about participants except for
the researcher and others involved in the same research (Whiting & Vickers, 2010).

According to Dunn (2009), a researcher must explicitly inform participants that their
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personal information will be kept confidential by keeping neither their names nor any other
information that can be linked to their responses. The researcher will ensure the
participants’ confidentiality by informing them that the researcher and her supervisor only
would see the collected data and therefore, no piece of information would be traced back to

any participant by any other readers.

3.10.6 Anonymity

According to Rubin and Babbie (2010), a research participant is anonymous when the
researcher cannot identify a participant who has given a particular response. Anonymity in
research implies that identifying details of participants, such as their names, will not be
made known for the complete research process and that their responses will not be linked
to their identities pseudonyms or numbers or codes will be used to indicate the different
participants (Whiting & Vickers, 2010). In adhering to this principle, the researcher asked
participants not to mention their names on the consent forms, participants used

pseudonyms that could only be identified by the researcher.

3.10.7 Data Protection and Management

Researchers should take measures to ensure privacy and confidentiality interests
throughout the research period, including when disseminating findings. The management
of information is closely linked with anonymity and confidentiality. Management of
information is one of the most important ethical considerations because responsibly
managing the participants' information will preserve their anonymity and the
confidentiality of the data collected (Zazus, 2017). Audio-recorded interviews, transcripts,
and any online correspondence/data must be password-protected and as the researcher, |
am the only person who should have the password and subsequent access to all the
research information about the participants and collected data. Any hard copies of
documents, records, or data must be kept under lock and key and only the researcher must

have access to them.
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3.11 SUMMARY

The chapter provided an in-depth explanation of the research methods followed in the
study. The chapter explained the qualitative research approach and explained its relevance
to the study. The phenomenological study design was defined, and the rationale for
choosing the design was highlighted. The study population was presented, and the data
collection processes were followed to gather data and the data collection method. The
chapter also highlighted data trustworthiness and ethical principles followed by the
researcher from data collection. In the next chapter, the findings of the study are presented
and discussed.
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PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS

4.1 INTRODUCTION

In this chapter, the study findings from the analysed collected data are presented and

discussed. The demographic profile of the study participants is provided and the research

site is explained. The themes and sub-themes developed from the transcribed and analysed

data are highlighted and presented, and the different themes and sub-themes are supported

by direct quotations from participants. Relevant literature and the theoretical framework

will be integrated into the discussion of the findings.

4.2 PROFILE OF STUDY PARTICIPANTS

The demographic profile of the study participants is presented in Table 4.1

Table 4.1: Profile of participants (N=15)

Demographic Profile Subcategory Number of participants
Gender Male 7

Female 8
Years of experience 10 years of teaching 5 females

15 years of teaching 10 males
Race Black 15
Setswana speaking Male 4

Female 4
IsiZulu speaking Male 3

Female 3
Xitsonga speaking Male 1

Table 4.1 shows the demographic profile of 15 educators, seven males and eight females

who participated in the study. All participants were black and spoke mainly Tswana,

Tsonga, and Zulu. The eight female participants had been teaching for 10 years and the

seven male participants for 15 years. All the participants were teaching during the time of
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the COVID-19 pandemic and met all the inclusion criteria set out in 3.4. In the field of

education, females are mostly represented, particularly in early childhood education.

4.3 RESEARCH SITE

Soshanguve is a township located about 30 km North of Pretoria, Gauteng, South Africa.
It was established in 1974 on land scheduled to be used for Bantustan, a territory set aside
for black South Africans during apartheid. The name Soshanguve is an acronym for Sotho,
Shangaane, Nguni, and Vend, reflecting the multi-ethic composition of the population.
Soshanguve is home to Tshwane University of Technology’s North and South Campuses
and Tshwane North College. The township is known for its local music genres called
Barcadi and Amapiano (Greater Good SA. 2023)

Soshanguve Secure Care Special School is situated in Soshanguve Block R in Gauteng.
The school was established in 2015 and has 25 educators, 15 assistant teachers, 3
administration officers and two caretakers, in addition, to the school staff, there are
officials employed by the Department of Social Development who render statutory
services they include, 14 Social Workers, 16 Auxiliary Social Workers, 1 Clinical
Psychologist,1 Occupational Therapist, and 1 Educational Psychologist (Soshanguve

Secure Care policy document, 2021).

The school accommodates learners in conflict with the law from the age of 14 until 21,
currently, the school has 260 learners. These learners are categorised into four categories,
namely awaiting trial, sentenced, diversion, and behavioural issues. Most of the learners in
the school have learning difficulties, hence the school offers a Technical Occupational
Curriculum. Learners are involved in skills classes such as woodwork, welding, computer
studies, agriculture, hair, and beauty, and sewing (Soshanguve Secure Care policy
document, 2021).

4.4 THEMES AND FINDINGS FROM THE STUDY

This section presents the identified themes and sub-themes that developed during the
thematic analysis of the collected data The themes and sub-themes are presented in
Table 4.2.
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Table 4.2: Themes and sub-themes that emerged from the study

Themes Sub-themes

1. Experiences of educators teaching | Hardships faced by educators during the
during the COVID-19 time of COVID-19.
Online Teaching as a new teaching

method.

2. Educator’s challenges of teaching

during the COVID-19 pandemic

3. The effects of teaching during
COVID-19 on the mental well-
being of educators

4. Educators coping strategies when Adhering to rules and regulations.
teaching during the COVID-19 Support received from significant others.
pandemic Healthy distractions that assisted

educators to cope during the pandemic.

4.4.1 Theme 1: Experiences of educators teaching during COVID-19

This theme highlighted the experience of educators teaching during COVID-19. Educators
experienced many challenges such as rapid adaption to the new working environment,
changes in their teaching methods and being drained from work overload. This affected
their well-being as many indicated that they were depressed and felt anxious most of the

time.

Educators experienced intense fear and anxiety as the virus continued to spread across
South Africa; they had to move from a space in which they have many years of experience
to the unknown and challenging world of online and socially distanced teaching (Randy
2020).

“It was a challenging experience, this was a mysterious season indeed. It affected
everything that [ was used to doing. When it comes to my profession, I could not perform

or teach how I used to” Participant 4
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These were tough times for educators as they had to change their approach to teaching and
translating the curriculum to ensure that learning takes place during online teaching (Piya
etal., 2021).

Participant 8 mentioned “My experience was very tough to adjust to. I remember
we were in lockdown and teaching could not be in place. I had to adjust to the new
way of living which for me was a struggle. My performance in the profession

dropped as we went deeper into the pandemic”.

“Personally, this was traumatic, imagen being scared daily when you re supposed to

provide service” Participant 5

According to Pokhrel (2021), teaching under COVID-19 conditions was physically and
emotionally exhausting for educators, and caused additional stress, as they constantly

wondered whether they were safe from the virus or not.

Participant 4 mentioned “I was traumatised and stressed. Hearing the number of
people who lost their lives every day affected me, I had stress and almost
depression, people were dying every day, and this was emotionally disturbing for

12

me .

The exosytem includes settings that indirectly influence an individual, such as the school
board, government policies, and the community (Brigandi et al, 2022). Educators are
influenced by the exosytem through educational policies, curriculum guidance and funding
decision that impact their teaching practices and the resources available to them. Educators
were affected by this level of ecological system theory as their known day-to-day way of
rendering service to the learner changed, they had to adapt to the new government and
educational policies policy that were put in place to minimise the spread of the virus. They
were affected and had to continue teaching regardless of the stress they experienced.

The first Sub-theme identified was: Hardships faced by educators during the time of
COVID-19

During the interviews, participants shared similar experiences. They indicated that their
experience was challenging, hard, tiring, difficult and unusual as they had to adjust to the
new working environment, and this had an impact on how they provided service to the

learners.
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COVID-19 brought concerns and worry among educators in the sense that they
experienced absenteeism among the learners, which was deeply felt, they worked to find
missing learners, which affected them negatively and the abrupt lack of contact within the
schools led to a sense of loss of community and connection because of not seeing the

learners in person (Fagan, 2020).
Participants mentioned that:

“... that time was very challenging. There was a time when we had to close the
school for a month or two if I'm not mistaken without teaching and learning. That was

unusual for me as an educator as we lost a lot of teaching time” Participant 5

The sudden change initially created chaos in the educational setting and required rapid and
intense adjustments for educators, learners, and parents. Educational institutions including
special schools had to adapt and implement new alternative systems like rotational learning
and, in some instances, online teaching to help get their learners through the year (Jose,
2021).

“... teaching during those times was difficult. Lockdown restricted service delivery,
learning and teaching could not continue. This was a tough time to teach because
we had to adhere to the restriction that prevented us from fully performing in our
profession. There was a lot of confusion at first due to the division of classes, what
was taught in group A was to be taught in group B, and this led to repetition, we
end up losing energy for introducing the same topic, everything was a mess. This
was the most difficult time of my career. Working relationships as suffered as

educators could not be as close and socializing” Participant 2
Participant 10 said:

“... the experience was tiring. I never worked so hard in my life and this virus
caught me by surprise, due to the absenteeism of most educators, I found myself
covering classes that were not initially assigned to me. This was a challenge

indeed...”

Another participant mentioned that it was hard to witness teaching and learning being

disturbed and not having control over the situation. The participant stated further and said:
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“My experience of teaching during the time of COVID-19 was very challenging,
and stressful. Learning was lost indeed, and the situation was beyond our control.
This virus caught us by surprise hence there was no proper planning on how to go
about dealing with it in our school. Personally, this was traumatic, imagen being

scared daily when you re supposed to provide service” Participant 5

To minimise the spread of COVID-19, learners returned to onsite teaching, but on a
rotation basis to minimise the spread of the virus. Learners struggled to adjust to the new
rotation system, they were unfocused and disruptive, and educators found it difficult to
discipline and encourage them to do their work. The learners were also not allowed to play
outside to release their energy, which made it difficult for educators to teach and manage

the classroom situation (Pokhrel, 2021).

The second Sub-theme identified was the challenges of Online teaching as a new

teaching method

Online teaching is the process of educating others on virtual platforms. This type of
teaching involves live classes, video conferencing, webinars, and other online tools.
(Villiant, 2020). This method of teaching was implemented to keep teaching and learning

ongoing during the time when schools were closed due to the lockdown.

According to Renshaw (2020), the following barriers affected teaching and learning when
it comes to delivering service online, educators had limited technology experience as they
were not used to this method of teaching, there was a lack of motivation and support for
educators to engage learners as learners did not have adequate gadgets to engage in this

method of learning.

Participants shared the following experiences with regard to online teaching

“This method of teaching was very changing, we had network issues which led to
connection difficulties, and we also had fewer resources to implement the method...”

Participant 1

Due to the Pandemic and its restrictions on schools, the implementation of online teaching
strategies was introduced to adhere to the rules and restrictions. This regulation became a

barrier and affected the service being delivered to the learners.
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“In our school, we did not provide online teaching as we did not have resources. Our
learners were left in the dark and lost learning time, which was not fair because they had
to write exams with other learners who were taught online, in this case, our department

failed us and the learners. They could have provided recourses for us.” Participant 2

“This was a huge problem in our school. We did not get to facilitate teaching and learning

online as our school had network and connectivity issues.” Participant 3

The Chronosystem recognised that individuals and their environment change over time.
Educators are influenced by the Chronosystem as they need to adapt their teaching
practices to keep up with evolving educational trends, technological advancements, and

societal changes (Hynes, 2021).

Clearly, the pandemic brought changes to the educator’s profession which evolved and
brought educational trends (new methods of teaching) which needed to be accepted and

adapted to.
4.4.2 Theme 2: Educator’s Challenges of Teaching during the COVID-19 Pandemic.

As mentioned above, the pandemic brought challenges to everyone, therefore participants
shared similar experiences during the interview. All educational institutions in South

Africa were temporarily shut down to contain the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic.

It appears that many learners in special schools attended only half the school days in the
second half of the year because of how schools implement social distancing. Educators
were not able to complete the curriculum, leaving many gaps in learners’ education, which

resulted in poorer learners being least able to catch up (Moore, 2019).

The following are some of the participants’ responses.

“The pandemic brought so many challenges, personally and professionally. Following the
protocols needed to be adhered to thoroughly to avoid the virus. We were forced to live the
new lifestyle of not being in contact with our relatives, and wearing masks everywhere we
went even when teaching. We could not even bury our colleagues because of the number of
people allowed at funerals. There was a lack of contact with the learners so the virus
created a distance between learners and educators, we could not see them and assess them

properly.” Participant 4
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“I had to adhere to the regulation, I kept my mask on, sanitised everything and I took
vitamins daily to boost my immune system. I motivated and encouraged my learners to stay

strong as many experienced challenges in their families.” Participant 7

Various measures in South Africa have been devised to mitigate the virus's spread, such as
social distancing where there was a 1.5-meter distance from each other and avoiding

crowded places or groups (Braga, 2020).

4.4.3 Theme 3: The effects of teaching during COVID-19 on the mental well-being of

educators

This theme highlighted the mental health issues experienced by participants because of the
pandemic. Participants shared similar experiences, they indicated that they became

anxious, paranoid stressed and felt sad most of the time.

To demonstrate this point further, Govender (2020) found that educators who reported
more difficulty focusing on their work during the pandemic were more than twice as likely

to report mental health distress.

This theme was recorded when participants shared the following:

“I was stressed and had anxiety, I thought of the worst that could happen to me or my
loved ones. With the travel ban in place, I found myself to be lonely and sad most of the
time. So mentally I was affected badly” Participant 6

It is essential to consider the era of COVID-19 contributed to the increased feelings of

anxiety (Millar, 2020).

“During the COVID-19 pandemic, I experience stress, anxiety, fear, sadness, and
loneliness. I lost family members, I lost friends, and I could not attend their funerals due to

restrictions, which was hard for me” Participant 11

“I was emotionally affected because we lost colleagues, it was so heart-breaking that some
of the learners and colleagues needed counselling as we did not cope well, emotionally we

were messed up” Participant 13
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“I was traumatised and stressed. Hearing the number of people who lost their lives every
day affected me, I had stress and almost depression, people were dying every day, and this

was emotionally disturbing for me” Participant 4

“I experienced stress and depression because I lost most of my relatives due to the virus, 1
could not bury them as I was restricted. I'm still hurt by that fact, I felt like it was not fair

to those that were grieving ” Participant 7

There was a higher prevalence of experiencing symptoms of depression and anxiety among
educators who struggled with implementing COVID-19 prevention measures. It is argued
that the physical, mental, and social health of educators have been impacted by the

pandemic, resulting in high levels of stress and burnout (Garcia et al., 2021).

4.4.4 Theme 4 Educators coping strategies when teaching during the COVID-19

pandemic.

This theme highlights coping mechanisms that were put in place by educators to help them
cope during the pandemic. Educators resorted to having different strategies that worked for

them in other to not dwell much on the news they heard every day about the pandemic.

Educators’ coping strategies helped them manage the stress and challenges of teaching

during the pandemic and supported their mental health and well-being (Tyron, et al. 2020).
Participants shared different coping strategies in the interviews.

“I got myself involved in regular physical activity and exercise to help reduce anxiety and

improve my mood”. Participant 11

Most of the participants shared that they engaged in self-care activities such as exercising,

meditating and hobbies to maintain their emotional well-being.

“I made sure that I maintained a regular daily schedule. I stuck to a routine, bedtime
routine, keeping consistent times for meals, bathing and getting dressed, work schedules,

and exercise. This made me more in control of my life.” Participant 13
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Sub-theme identified was: Adhering to rules and regulations.

Educators have been required to adhere to rules and regulations during the pandemic to

ensure the safety of the learners, staff, and the community.

COVID-19 came and disrupted the world as we know it, including the education system,
with that said, rules and regulations were set for the purpose of minimising the spread of
the virus which some participants leaned towards as part of their coping strategy (Kraft &

Simon).

Participants shared the following:

“Abiding by the measures to stop the spread helped me cope, the school had marked
surfaces indicating the 1.5-meter social distance, and sanitization of the classroom and our

staff rooms put me at ease just a bit” Participant 1

“I made sure that I carried my bottle of sanitiser to use in my classroom, wore my mask
every day and followed the rules and all protocols for COVID-19. I'm a prayerful person
so I prayed every day for protection, strength and guidance and I was comforted by

prayer’” Participant 4
Others indicated that:

“I had to adhere to the regulation, I kept my mask on, sanitised everything and took
vitamins daily to boost my immune system. I motivated and encouraged my learners to stay

strong as many experienced challenges in their families” Participant 7

“I had to take it one step at a time. I adhered to the regulations and encouraged learners
to adhere as well, we both were not comfortable with wearing masks, but we had to

understand its purpose” Participant 11

The wearing of face masks and the use of sanitisers among many other strategies were
implemented to suppress the transmission of the virus and there was a strict rule that no
one was allowed to enter any premises without wearing masks and sanitizing hands
(Broadbent, 2020).
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Sub-theme identified was: Support received from significant others.

It was highlighted that educators received from their families and other colleagues in the
same profession, this enabled them to build resilience to cope with stress caused by the
pandemic. Having support from their families and colleagues made them stronger as they
were encouraged positively to not give up on their learners and the profession. Some of

their responses are below.

“... what helped me was the support of my colleagues, we relied on each other throughout,
and we reminded each other that we are here to serve and deliver service to the

learners...” Participant 6

This quote is supported by Cheng et al. (2020) who indicated that Educators are influenced
by the mesosystem as they work collaboratively with families, other educators, and
community members to support student learning and well-being. Effecting communication
and partnership between these different systems are essential for creating a cohesive

network for learners.

“My family and the support I received from them was wonderful. The learners influenced
me as well, I could see that they were trying hard to not give up and through our
motivational talks with them, we managed to hold them together and pressed forward”

Participant 7

“The support from other colleagues in the school kept me going, we motivated and

encouraged each other throughout the pandemic ” Participant 13

Sub-theme identified was: Healthy Distractions that help educators cope during the

pandemic.

Educators faced unprecedented challenges during the pandemic, including the disruption of
established programmes and routines, the rapid transition from face-to-face teaching to
online teaching, the emotional tool of isolation due to social distancing efforts, and
uncertainty about personal safety and health. In the study, it was explored that the
participant created healthy distractions and adopted healthy lifestyles as their coping

mechanism. Participants said the following:
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“I destructed myself by having a new hobby, I started a book club with my colleagues,
where we could share about our reading online over the weekend, this made me not to

focus on the depressing side of life.” Participant 5

“My strategy was to practice a healthy lifestyle, like always being clean, using sanitiser
and wearing masks. I distracted my mind by reading books and having telephone calls with

loved ones, they encouraged me to press forward.” Participant 8
Other participants shared the following

“I got myself involved in regular physical activity and exercise to help reduce anxiety and

improve mood. ” Participant 11

It is clear to say that the participants had a difficult and challenging time throughout the
pandemic as their personal and professional lives we affected, they pushed forward and
strayed positively regardless of the hardships, they and created coping strategies which
worked out for them. They understood the importance of following the rules and

regulations which we put in place, and they set a good example for their learners.

4.3 SUMMARY

Chapter Four presented the participants’ profiles, the study included 15 participants, 7
males and 8 females who are all permanently employed by the DBE. The study took place
at Soshanguve Special School in Soshanguve Block R. Different themes and sub-themes
emerged from the study. The four themes were experiences of educators teaching during
the COVID-19, educators’ challenges of teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic, the
effects of teaching during COVID-19 on the mental well-being of educators, and
educators’ coping strategies when teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic. The sub-
themes identified were hardships faced by educators during the time of COVID-19, Online
Teaching as a new teaching method, adhering to rules and regulations, support received
from significant others and healthy distractions that assisted educators to cope during the
pandemic. The final chapter will provide a summary of the main findings, conclusion, and

recommendations.
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CHAPTER 5
MAIN FINDINGS, CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
5.1 INTRODUCTION

This chapter provides the research questions, aim and objectives that guided the study. A
summary of the main findings, conclusions and recommendations emanating from this
study. The study explored the experiences, challenges, and coping strategies of educators

in a special school in the township of Soshanguve during the COVID-19 pandemic.
5.2. AIM AND OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

The study's primary aim was to explore the experiences of educators in a special school in
a township in Gauteng Province during COVID-19.

The achievement of the aim was guided by the following research question(s).

e What were the experiences of educators in a special school in a township in
Gauteng Province during COVID-19?

e What impacts did COVID-19 have on educators' well-being?
The aim of the study was achieved through the following objectives:

Objective 1: To explore the challenges experienced by educators at Soshanguve
Special School during COVID-19.

This objective was achieved in chapter two where literature was presented and discussed.
The study revealed that they went through a difficult and challenging time. Participants
pointed out that their professional lives were affected deeply as they witnessed teaching
and learning disruption, and they could not control the change that was happening.
According to Reimers (2020) during the pandemic, learners fell behind due to the
disruptions that occurred, which led to a significant number of dropouts in schools.
Participants further revealed that they had to comply with the rules and regulations that
were in place to minimise the spread of the virus. These were strict and hard restrictions to
follow as the study revealed that participants felt like they were forced to adhere to them
and led by examples so that learners could also adhere.
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Objective 2: To explore the impact of COVID-19 on educators’ mental well-being.

This objective was achieved through a literature review and in chapters two and three. The
study indicated that educators’ mental well-being was affected, the fear of contracting the

virus led participants to withdraw and isolate themselves. As a result, the study found that

paranoia and high levels of anxiety also played a part in affecting participants’ mental

well-being.
Objective 3: To explore coping strategies of educators in dealing with COVID-109.

The study found that participants were able to create their own coping strategies that
helped them to cope with the pandemic, it was established that the participants understood
the importance of practising self-care and adopting a healthy lifestyle.

In addition, the study found that healthy distractions like having a hobby, joining a book
club and sticking to a daily routine assisted the participants in easing their worrying and
improving their moods. Participants found themselves worrying less and taking back

control of their lives. As a result, participants were able to continue providing service to
the learners and putting extra effort into their new style of teaching for the benefit of the

learners.
5.2 SUMMARY OF THE MAIN FINDINGS AND CONCLUSION
The main findings of the study in the research were that:

All the participants experienced hardship during the time of COVID-19. It is clear to say
that the participants had a difficult and challenging time throughout the pandemic as their
personal and professional lives we affected, they pushed forward and strayed positively
regardless of the hardships. The findings indicated that participants valued their profession

regardless of the hardships they experienced.

The study found that participants experienced mental health issues because of the
pandemic. Participants shared similar experiences, they indicated that they became
anxious, paranoid stressed and felt sad most of the time. They created healthy distractions

and adopted healthy lifestyles as their coping mechanism.

It was highlighted through the study that participants reserved enormous support and

encouragement from their significant others throughout the pandemic. Educators motivated



63

each other to press forward and to work harder to assist learners as they fell behind and lost

learning time.

5.3 RECOMMENDATIONS
The following recommendations emanated from the study.
5.3.1 Educators

It is recommended educators should keep abreast with the latest educational trends as they
are evolving. Gaining relevant technological skills can be beneficial to them as the use of
technology will be implemented in most public schools. Lastly, educators should take care
of their mental health, educators can better support their learners and create a positive

environment.
5.3.2 School Social Workers

It is recommended that School Social Workers should emphasise the importance of
teamwork within the school and work collaboratively with other professionals. Rending
relevant programmes like self-care to educators can boost their morale and create a happy

working environment.
5.3.1 Department of Basic Education

It is recommended that the Department of Basic Education consider establishing a post-
pandemic support committee as educators need to be supported and advised on how to
move forward and recover from the pandemic. The DBE might find it necessary to engage
with other stakeholders in offering intense therapy to educators who taught during the time
of COVID-19 as the impact of the pandemic will be felt for years to come.

The impact of COVID-19 can and must be used as a moment of reflection and action to
build a schooling system that better prepares learners and educators for an increasingly
digital and tech-driven world this would put both parties in a better position in preparing

for experiencing similar pandemics.
5.3.2 Further Research

Future studies should be conducted in other special schools situated in cities to determine if
the experiences of educators in township special schools were similar. More schools
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should be involved in one study as significant results can be determined. The inclusion of
learners in future research can be of importance as they were also affected by the

pandemic.

The researcher should also investigate the holistic support given by the DBE to special
schools to understand their level of involvement in assisting education to continue

providing service to learners.
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Appendix A: Participant Information Sheet.

Research title: Experiences, challenges, and coping strategies of educators in a special

school in a township in Gauteng Province, during COVID-19

Participant information sheet.

Dear Sir/Madam

My name is Puseletso Sibyeng. | am a Masters student in The Field of School Social Work
at the University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg. My supervisors are Prof Edmarie
Pretorius and Prof Jennifer Watermeyer. | am conducting a research study to explore
educators' experiences and coping strategies during COVID-19.

| invite you to participate in a research study for degree purposes. The study will be about
your experience, challenges, and coping strategies during COVID-19. If you decide to take
part, your participation in this research study will last about 30 to 45 minutes and it is a
once-off activity. The interview will take place at Soshanguve Special School premises
after school hours starting from 14h30. A mobile classroom will be utilized to conduct the

interviews.

With your permission, | would like to audio record the interview and directly quote you in
my research report. This data will be stored in a memory card for a year and will be
deleted after 2 years. Only the researcher will have access to the data. The memory card

will be kept safely in a memory card case/wallet to avoid losing it.

The interview will be confidential and anonymous. When I share the research study’s

findings, I will not include your name or anything else that could identify you.

If you decide to take part in the research study, it should be because you want to volunteer.
You do not have to take part. You can stop being in the study at any time. You do not have
to answer any questions if you do not want to. You will not get any direct benefits
including payments if you choose to join the research study. You will not lose any
services; benefits or rights you would normally have if you decided not to join. Taking part
in the research study will not cost you anything. You can withdraw at any time after

enrolling in the study.

The risks for this research study are no more than what happens in everyday life. OR Some

of the questions asked may make you feel sad or upset. If this happens, | will stop the
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interview process and continue another time. If you need some support or counselling
services following the interview, these are available free of charge at Masakhane Wellness
Centre. The name of the counsellor is Ms. Marry Lebogo and the contact details for the
counselling service are 0127353033/ 0781981039.

This research study will be written up as a research report. The report will be available on
the university library website. If you would like to receive a summary of this report, I will

be happy to send it to you.

If you have any questions during or afterwards about this research study, feel free to
contact my supervisor on the details listed below. If you have any concerns or complaints
about the ethical procedures of this research study, you are welcome to contact the
University Human Research Ethics Committee (Non-Medical), telephone +27(0) 11 717

1408, email hrecnon-medical @wits.ac.za

Yours sincerely,
Researcher:

Puseletso Sibyeng, 2520124 @students.wits.ac.za 0835310979

Supervisors:

Prof Jennifer Watermeyer, Jennifer.Watermeyer@wits.ac.za

0117174578

Prof Edmarie Pretorius, Edmarie.Pretorius@wits.ac.za

0117174476
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Appendix B: Consent Form for the Participant in the Study

Research Title: Experiences, challenges, and coping strategies of educators in a special
school in a township in Gauteng Province, during COVID-19

Consent form
Name of the researcher; Puseletso Sibyeng
, agree to participate in this research project.
I agree to the following:
(Please circle the relevant options below)
The research study was explained to me. | understand what this study is about.
YES NO
I understand that | can volunteer to take part in the study
YES NO
| agree that the interview may be audio recorded
YES NO
| agree that direct quotations from my interview may be used by the researcher in their research report
YES NO

| agree that my participation will remain anonymous (my name will not be used by the researcher in their
research report)

YES NO

I agree that other researchers may use the information | provide in my interview (depending on their own
ethics clearance being obtained) but my name and any personal information will not be used or passed on

YES NO
.......................................... (signature)

.......................................... (name of participant)

Appendix C: Gauteng Department of Education Approved Letter
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Appendix E: Interview Guide

Overview: To explore coping strategies of educators in dealing with COVID -19
outcomes

Purpose of this interview: The purpose of the interview is to get an understanding
of the experiences, challenges, and reported coping strategies of educators in a
special school in a township in Gauteng Province, during COVID-19

Type of Interview: Semi-Structured interview

Duration of interview: 45 minutes

Sampling Type: A purposive sampling

Goals of the interview: To explore the experiences, challenges, and reported
coping strategies of educators in a special needs school in a township in Gauteng

Province during COVID-19.

Interview details:

Time and date of the interview:

Location of interview:
Audio recording: YES/NO

Confirmation of signed consent forms: YES / NO

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

Tell me about your experience of teaching during the times of COVID-19
What were the challenges that the pandemic brought?

How did you cope with the challenges brought by the pandemic?

How were you affected mentally?

What coping strategies did you put in place for yourself?

Do you think there was another way of managing the spread of the virus?
What were your experiences of online teaching?

What influenced you to keep going regardless of all the challenges?
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