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ABSTRACT  

The study focused on the challenges of teaching at-risk learners at secondary schools. A 

qualitative investigation based on interviewing and observation was conducted with 

sixteen teachers teaching at-risk learners. Findings revealed that pre-service teacher 

training does not prepare teachers adequately to teach learners at risk constructively. 

Findings also revealed that at-risk learners have no control over themselves due to lack 

of parental support as parents show no commitment and support for their children’s 

education. Interventions to counter challenges with teaching at-risk learners relate to 

applicable preservice teacher training to engage with at-risk learners constructively and 

continuous in-service teacher training as professional development to empower teachers 

to engage with at-risk learners appropriately. At-risk learners must value second-chance 

education opportunities with schools ensuring that a supportive school culture prevails. 

The study contributes to the discourse on effective teaching practices to support at-risk 

learners for acceptable academic attainment.  

  

 Key terms: academic attainment, at-risk learner, commitment, constructive education, 

parental support, professional development, school culture, secondary schools, significant 

adult, teacher training.   
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1  

  

CHAPTER ONE ORIENTATION TO THE STUDY  

  

1.1   INTRODUCTION   

  

National research has demonstrated that learners at risk have an elevated rate of dropping 

out of mainstream education, and this rate in the dropout rate can be related to various 

aspects of the environment such as socio-economic status, political realities, economic 

state and cultural factors which must be carefully considered in the context of learners 

who are at risk. In this regard, Wallace (2013) indicates that in 2010 over a million South 

African teenagers were not in school and had not graduated from high school. Booyens 

and Crause (2012:256) ascertain that, for 2010, the South African population was young, 

with those between birth and 34 years numbering 34 303 400 or 68.6% of the estimated 

total population of 49 991 300 (Statistics South Africa, 2010). Furthermore, poor-quality 

results in primary school lead to weak participation on other school levels.   

  

Large numbers of learners are dropping out of secondary schools without getting a 

National Senior Certificate (Grade 12) qualification, or a further education and training 

(FET) qualification, or an adult basic education and training (ABET) qualification. About 1 

million young people exit the schooling system annually, of whom 65% leave without 

achieving a Grade 12 certificate. Half of those who exit the schooling system do so after 

Grade 11, either because they do not enrol in Grade 12 or they fail Grade 11 (National 

Youth Policy 2020, 2015). The right to a basic education, enshrined in the Bill of Rights of 

the Constitution of South Africa, provides for improved access to basic education; 

however, the South African school system remains plagued by problems relating to 

providing education of good quality (Republic of South Africa, 1996a). Some regard this 

plague as a national disaster with schools providing education of such poor quality that 

they constitute a significant obstacle to social and economic development. The majority of 

mainly township and rural schools are especially hit hard by poor quality education to the 

extent of being dysfunctional (Bloch, 2009; Western Cape Youth Commission, 2008).  
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High dropout and failure rates are evident, with only about 39% of South Africa’s youth 

obtaining a national certificate for the 2010 academic year (Republic of South Africa, 

2011). In the same vein and in recent research conducted in 2017, it was deduced that 

with 1,103, 495 enrolments in Grade 10 in 2014, only 610,178 wrote Matric in 2016, which 

shows a 44,57% dropout since Grade 10 (Equal Education, 2018). In addition, the reality 

for rural children remains one of inequality, with poverty, hunger and transport costs as 

well as factors such as female-headed households, teenage pregnancy and substance 

abuse taking their toll on both access to school and school completion rates (Branson and 

Lam, 2008; Western Cape Youth Commission, 2008).   

  

Unemployment among the youth in South Africa is extensive and entrenched. Most of the 

South African youth move into unemployment when they leave basic education; however, 

research statistics reported only a 48,6% youth unemployment rate in the third quarter of 

2016 for youth between the ages of 15 and 34 (Statistics South Africa, 2016). The 

unemployment rate for youth of ages 15-24 (exclusive of those in education) was a 

shockingly high 65,5% (Equal Education, 2018). While the general unemployment rate of 

those with university degrees and matriculation certificates is 3% and 28%, respectively, 

the percentage rises to over 60% of those without a Grade 12 qualification (Branson, 

Hofmeyr, Papier, and Needman, 2015).  

  

In South Africa, at-risk learners have been disadvantaged by mainstream education since 

school leaders and teachers are not adequately trained to educate them. In many cases, 

at-risk learners are labelled and processed out of the schooling system and left with no 

other option than to resort to crime and violence (Booyens and Crause, 2012).   

Therefore, more research into at-risk learners’ education is evidently required in South 

Africa. Within this context of provisioning to at-risk learners, Booyens and Crause (2012) 

explored the lives of at-risk learners living in a rural setting with a focus on these learners’ 

transition from school education to education for life and work and the transition to 

productive work. Booyens and Crause’s (2012) work further focuses on the perceptions 

of at-risk youth about their exclusion from education and work. What is missing with the 
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research on at-risk learners, however, are the causes of poor academic performance 

amongst at-risk learners. It is important to ascertain whether teachers teaching at-risk 

learners positively engage these learners and do not simply process them out of the 

school system. Secondly, a qualitative enquiry about high school teachers’ understanding 

of working with at-risk learners will provide grounded insight into their lived experiences.   

  

1.2   BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY  

  

Literature regarding the engagement of at-risk learners in secondary school was examined 

in order to gauge teachers’ experience of educating at-risk learners in both local and 

international contexts. During this study, Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory was 

employed as a theoretical lens to interpret the research findings.  

  

1.2.1   Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory as a theoretical framework  

  

The ecological systems model as articulated by Bronfenbrenner (1989, 1994) posits that 

individual human development occurs within interconnected and embedded ecological 

systems (McWhirter, 2017). The model asserts the importance of a good foundational 

understanding of the impacts generated through culture, politics, relationships, social 

interactions, and life experiences on the attitudes, behaviours, and competences of 

adolescents and their families (McWhirter, 2017).  

  

The model has been used in numerous studies focusing on culturally relevant counselling 

and assessments conducted in the context of adolescents in general, or at risk 

(Ponterotto, 2010). This model was grounded on the thesis that humans develop and grow 

within the context of several reciprocal systems. The ecological systems (as depicted in 

Figure 1.1) are the Micro-, Meso-, Exo-, Macro-, and Chrono-system, with the individual 

at the centre, and they are interrelated and function interactively to support and guide, or 

hamper, human growth (McWhirter, 2017).  
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 CC BY-SA    

  

Figure 1.1: Ecological systems theory by Bronfenbrenner  

  

Bronfenbrenner’s (1994) ecological systems theory was employed as an applicable theory 

in this study to articulate the challenges of at-risk learners within the South African context 

and what interactions and direct contact there exists between at-risk learners and their 

immediate and proximal ecological systems.  

  

1.2.2   Learners at risk considered from a global education perspective  

  

Learners considered to be at risk of school failures and other adverse life outcomes are 

characterised by the intention of not making good decisions, or of making decisions that 

differ from the expectations of society (Edwards, Mumford and Roldon, 2007:30). 

Kominski, Jamieson and Martinez (2001:31) acknowledged that specific detrimental 

factors such as peer pressure, neglect, and domestic abuse might make a child’s life more 

difficult upon entering adulthood. Because of these detrimental factors, the behaviour of 

learners at risk manifests in grade retention, chronic absenteeism and behavioural 

problems such as aggression, abuse and teenage pregnancy (Bemak, Chi-Ying, and 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
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Siroskey-Sabdo, 2005). These learners at risk tend to engage in delinquent behaviour and 

eventually drop out of school.  

  

In the support modelled for at-risk learners in the United States of America, researchers 

used a model called the “Positive Developmental Assets Framework”, to identify and 

enhance variables that contribute to healthy child development and positive outcomes 

(Benson, Lerner and Benson, 2003). The first 20 developmental assets focus on positive 

experiences that learners receive from the people and institutions in their lives. These 

assets are categorised into external and internal assets. External assets focus on Support, 

Empowerment, Boundaries and Expectations, and Constructive use of time; internal 

assets focus on Commitment to learning, Positive values, Social competencies and 

Positive identity (Benson et al., 2003). The adaptation of these developmental assets was 

used as a framework to promote intervention services to at-risk learners in the USA; 

providing learners with increased academic support and positive personal attention is 

another method of building developmental asset for learners considered to be at risk 

(Edwards et al., 2007). In addition, teachers and school counsellors encourage assets 

development in classrooms by incorporating assets within lesson plans and developing 

group activities that help promote individual asset building (Benson, Seligman and 

Csikszentmihalyi, 2003).   

  

Support for at-risk learners in Singapore pertains to government utilising a framework 

known as Youth At-Risk Engagement (YARE) as an early intervention framework to 

support at-risk learners based on evidence-informed services (Jamie, 2016). The 

framework consists of components relating to assessment of risks, evidence 

based/informed programmes, evaluation of programmes and standards of competency for 

youth workers. The beneficiaries of YARE in Singapore are learners aged 12 to 21 years 

old who have at-risk traits, such as conduct issues, social difficulties and poor response 

to school interventions, and who are children from divorced families (Jamie, 2016).   
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Support for at-risk learners in Australia relates to assistance to learners who are 

completing senior secondary education. Factors in Australia determined to contribute to 

at-risk situations stem from complex interactions between individual and family 

circumstances and characteristics of school and society (Te Rielle, 2006). Policy 

identification of at-risk learners tends to simplistically focus on personal attributes of young 

people. The involvement of at-risk learners in education is a powerful protective factor 

against involvement in criminal activities because attending school on a regular basis 

reduces the chances that at-risk learners in Australia will get involved in criminal activity, 

even if they are not achieving academically (Arthur et al., 2000; McLaren, 2000).  

  

Leone and Mayer (2004) suggest three approaches to prevent at-risk learners from 

disengagement with their education and the school system. Firstly, school support must 

be congruent with the academic mission of the school, i.e. if high academic achievement 

is mandatory, then support must be in place for learners who will be at risk of not meeting 

this standard. Secondly, school discipline is key to satisfactory learner performance and 

such discipline procedures should be proactive, consistent and positive. Thirdly, for 

evidence based educational interventions for learners at risk to be successful, support for 

at-risk learners and constructive school discipline must be adapted consistently in a school 

environment where learners at risk are expected to succeed (Leone and Mayer, 2004).  

  

1.2.3   Learners at risk considered from a local education perspective   

  

Landman (2017) emphasises that South African youth remain marginalised regardless of 

labour opportunities. There is an urgent need for the government to diversify the labour 

market so that the vulnerable youth in the society can be accommodated and integrated 

into the labour force. Furthermore, the South African education system needs to go back 

to the drawing board to redesign the system to incorporate skills sector training into 

secondary schooling and, more so, to engage at-risk learners in developmental 

programmes that will see them grow and be prepared to face the coming future. 
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Incompetency from government to provide sufficiently for the educational needs of youth 

is even further placing the youth at risk in a disadvantaged position.   

  

The South African National Youth Policy of 2010 provides for a non-sexist, non-racist, 

democratic South Africa in which young people develop to their full potential in the social, 

economic and political spheres of life with accompanying responsibilities to contribute to 

a better life for all (National Youth Policy, 2015; Landman, 2017). In this regard, diverse 

participation is needed from all stakeholders to drive the economy and to promote the life 

chances of all citizens including at-risk learners by encouraging learners to seize the 

opportunities to develop their communities and eradicate poverty (Landman, 2017).   

  

Social ills associated with the development of at- risk learners in South Africa relate to 

school dropout with an accompanying lack of access to tertiary education. At- risk 

Learners in South Africa are isolated because they are not linked to support networks and 

can therefore not achieve their development aims to build a future for themselves 

(Landman, 2017). Failing to develop the competencies of at-risk learners in South Africa 

in order to meet global competitiveness and to drive enough economic and employment 

opportunities will present a significant risk to social cohesion and political stability 

(Landman, 2017).    

  

Bialobrzeska, Randell and Hellmann (2012), in a guide published by the South African 

Institute for Distance Education, mentioned that South African schools are filled with 

vulnerability and it is becoming even more difficult for teachers to identify vulnerability 

amongst learners in their classrooms. As the social context that places learners at risk is 

prevalent amongst South African families, the government must intervene by training 

teachers on how to identify vulnerable learners in their classrooms, and how to provide 

the required support or environment for at-risk learners to thrive (Bialobrzeska, Randell 

and Hellmann, 2012).  
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The Western Cape government indicated that at-risk learners are not prepared to 

eventually succeed in the labour market, leading to unemployment and permanent 

poverty. As a result, intervention measures are rolled out for at-risk learners in the Western 

Cape, which focuses on the following five approaches (Western Cape Department of 

Social Development, 2018):   

  

• Prevention in all schools: This initiative is propelled to support school leaders in 

identifying learners who may be vulnerable; also, to serve as an early warning 

system across schools in Western Cape in preventing the emergence of 

emotional and behavioural difficulties.  

• Early intervention in all schools: Emotional support and guidance is provided to 

learners identified to be struggling with emotional and behavioural barriers to 

learning; the appointed Social Workers at schools mostly provide this support.  

• School-based support programmes: This support is school-based and provided 

to learners identified to be at risk of expulsion or entering the criminal justice  

system; the school makes all effort to provide relevant support to the learners in 

question.   

• Youth care and educational programmes: Should a learner not benefit from 

mainstream education, the schools are in network with youth care and 

educational centres and, through referral, these centres are able to provide a 

more structured and tailor-made support to the referred learners.  

• Registered child and youth care centres: these centres provide support to 

learners or youth who may have conflicted with the law or are generally at risk. 

Some of these centres are adequately equipped to provide support to vulnerable 

young mothers and fathers once found to be at risk.  

  

1.3   MOTIVATION FOR STUDY  

  

One of the reasons for poor academic achievement amongst at-risk learners lies with the 

way in which teachers engage them; when teachers in collaboration with parents put the 
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needs of an individual learner or a classroom uppermost in their agenda, they increase 

the effectiveness of their interventions (McWhirter, McWhirter, McWhirter, McWhirter, 

2017).  

However, further research into teachers’ experience of teaching at-risk learners and 

exploring the issues that transpire in their classrooms and how these high school teachers 

deal with these issues are thus imperative. One of the difficulties in trying to understand 

at-risk problems is fragmentation of knowledge. Becker (1981:14) observed that 

information accumulated about at-risk learners has become “strewn all over the place” 

and indeed continues to be to this day, leaving researchers with probing questions like, 

what is the cause and effect? How does one situation relate to another? What is the 

relationship between various aspects of at-risk problems? What are the underlying 

connections? The focus of this study on at-risk learners relates to the interventions 

available for at-risk learners once they become completely vulnerable and drop out of 

school. The focus of this study is, therefore, on teachers teaching at-risk learners by 

understanding these teachers’ actions and challenges to support at-risk learners in 

completing their schooling successfully.  

  

In my experience of working with at-risk learners, I have been plagued with numerous 

unpleasant encounters. In one of the instances, I was threatened with a knife simply 

because I disciplined a defaulter according to the school discipline policy. Another 

instance concerned that of a teacher who was constantly bullied by a group of at-risk 

learners simply because they knew that the teacher was younger in age than they were. 

Considering the above-mentioned experiences, I was propelled to carry out a study to 

supplement and augment research on the challenges facing at-risk learners and their 

teachers. Initial efforts to solve problems pertaining to at-risk learners involved dividing 

their complex issues into manageable chunks, which led to one problem being resolved 

at the expense of another. What was obvious, however, was that these problems interact, 

reinforce one another, and cluster together (McWhirter et al., 2017:18).  
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The motivation for this study was to contribute to the development of new and more 

comprehensive practical approaches in engaging at-risk learners in a South African school 

environment, and to provide guidelines to teachers and school leaders in the delivery of 

quality learning experience to these learners.  

  

1.4   PROBLEM STATEMENT   

  

Inadequate teaching support provided to at-risk learners in South African schools relates 

to the lack of knowledge and skills on comprehensive education approaches to engage 

at-risk learners meaningfully in their own education (Jamie, 2016). These inadequacies 

resulted in unconstructive relationships between at-risk learners and their teachers, with 

these relationships being detrimental to the success of educating at-risk learners in South 

Africa in pursuit of a better life based on a proper education. The research question 

inferred from this situation is as follows:  

  

▪ What are the challenges of teaching at-risk learners in a secondary school in 

Cape Town?  

 

The research problem is solved by investigating sub-categories of the main research 

question. The derived answers to the following research sub-questions assisted in 

answering the main research question:  

 

▪ How does teacher training equip teachers to teach at-risk learners successfully?   

▪ What are the challenges teachers teaching at-risk learners experience?   

What is the influence of successful teaching on the learning experiences and life 

propositions of at-risk learners?  

  

1.5   THE AIM AND OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY   
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With the aim of study stating the purpose of the research and the objectives specifying the 

outcomes contributing to attaining the aim (Denicolo and Becker, 2012:53), the aim with 

this study is to find out what the challenges are when teaching at-risk secondary school 

learners. During the study, the first focus was given to the training of teachers in South 

Africa and to ascertain if their training merits the standard laid out to successfully educate 

at-risk learners in classrooms across the country. Secondly, the focus was vested in the 

challenges faced by teachers teaching at-risk learners, to gauge their lived experiences, 

whether negative or positive, and to provide guidelines to improved teaching and learning 

experiences within these classrooms. Finally, the aim was to measure what influence the 

successful teaching and learning of at-risk learners would eventually have on the life 

propositions of at-risk learners.  

  

In order to achieve the aim of this study on the challenges and solutions in teaching at-

risk learners, the research objective, linked closely to the postulated research question, is 

as follows:  

  

▪ To identify what the challenges are when teaching at-risk secondary school 

learners using semi-structured interviews, in a school in Cape Town.  

  

1.6   RESEARCH DESIGN AND RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  

  

The research design for this study was a qualitative research approach, which focused on  

understanding social phenomena from the perspective of human participants in natural 

settings.  

  

1.6.1   Research paradigm  

  

This study adopted a constructivist research paradigm because in this study reality is 

socially constructed (Mertens, 2010:43). The constructivist research paradigm is related 

to hermeneutics, thus implying interpretive understanding and meaning (Eichelberger, 
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1989). The basic assumptions guiding the constructivist research paradigm are that 

people active in the research process socially construct knowledge, and that the 

researcher wants to understand the complex world of lived experiences from the point of 

view of those who live it (Schwandt, 2000). In the context of this study on teaching at- risk 

learners, the researcher wanted to understand the complex world of at-risk learners from 

the point of view of their teachers.  

  

1.6.2  Research approach  

  

Qualitative research approaches consider the values and character of the participants and 

participants’ understanding of their own circumstances (Davids, Theron and Maphunye, 

2009). A qualitative research approach was chosen for this study on at-risk learners 

because the study explores a basic belief, and it enshrines the quality of constructing 

meaning based on a balanced representation of views derived from raising participant 

awareness and creating a community of understanding on the topic of study (Mertens, 

2010). With reference to Burnard (2008:59), a phenomenological case study approach 

was used that focuses on understanding the challenges faced by teachers of at-risk 

secondary school learners. The experiences and points of view of the different participants 

were considered to provide an understanding of the phenomenon of study (McMillian and 

Schumacher, 2010:346), namely challenges in teaching at-risk secondary school learners.  

  

1.6.3   Population and sampling  

  

About this study on at-risk learners, a case of a school serving vulnerable at-risk learners 

in the metro-central district of Cape Town was selected as a research sample. The school 

information was derived from the list of special needs schools published by the Western 

Cape Education Department (WCED) and representing the research population for this 

study. The selected school engages at-risk learners through second chance education. 

Second chance education is a strategic objective of a school to provide specialised 
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education to at-risk, vulnerable and age-inappropriate learners through inspiration, best-

practise curriculum delivery and a holistic approach to intervention in education.   

  

McDuffie and Scruggs (2008) describe a case study as an approach that involves an in-

depth exploration of a single case or example of the phenomenon under study. A case 

may be based on any number of units of analysis, such as an individual, a group of 

individuals, a classroom, a school, or an event. All the teachers at the selected school 

were identified to participate in this study. The research sample pertained the ten qualified 

and two qualifying teachers at the school and an additional four qualified teachers who 

have resigned in the last three years, namely in the period 2015 to 2017. The reasons for 

the choice of the sample size were:  

  

• Participants have a minimum of two years working experience with at-risk 

learners. A minimum of at least two years working experience with learners at 

risk is important because it provides the participants with tangible contact time 

with these learners and such engagement produces lived experiences of at-risk 

learners.    

• Participants are qualified to teach learners in the General Education and Training 

and the Further Education and Training Bands, implying that the participants 

have undergone the methodologies and pedagogies of educating learners of 

such aptitude.  

• Participants are current or past teachers of the school who have recorded ? 

numerous encounters with at-risk learners and who understand the specific 

context, namely at-risk learners in Cape Town.  

• Participants can share their lived experiences in educating at-risk learners in 

current times providing insights, suggestions and solutions to the research 

questions.  

  



THE CHALLENGES OF TEACHING AT-RISK LEARNERS AT A SECONDARY 

SCHOOL IN CAPE TOWN  

 
 

14  

  

1.6.4   Data collection   

  

Based on a qualitative research approach, data were collected through semi-structured 

individual interviews and observations. This approach was used as the data-gathering tool 

because of its adaptability; a skilful interviewer can follow up ideas, probe responses and 

investigate motives and feelings during and after the interview (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen 

and Razavieh, 2010). Due to the nature of conducting interviews, it can be a time 

consuming and subjective technique, and can therefore elicit bias; hence, each interview 

may last up to an hour to counter subjectivity and biasness with relatively prolonged 

exposure. The aforementioned time frame, therefore, provides a considerable amount of 

time to deduce volumes of in-depth data rather than quick responses that may be invalid 

or contain false information.  

  

Wiseman and Aaron (1972) compared interviewing to a fishing expedition and mentioned 

that it requires careful preparation and considerable practice should the researcher want 

a rewarding catch. For this study, the careful preparation entailed, a pre-prepared 

schedule used for interviewing, which enabled a set of responses that was recorded, 

summarised and analysed ensuring that all relevant themes were addressed within the 

interview.   

  

Two days was also spent observing participants in their classes as a means to augment 

and ground existing data derived from the interviews with the participants. The planned 

two days of observation in this study assisted in determining whether what was said in the 

semi-structured interviews actually matched the experiences of the participants in their 

natural settings, which in this case were their classrooms. The observation also helped to 

illuminate that which the participants may have found difficult to articulate.  

  

For a comprehensive picture of the complete situation, data were collected by observing 

participants in their natural setting by means of a systematic checklist approach; this 

entailed systemic data collection with a checklist and observation schedule. The checklist 
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presented a list of behavioural themes and actions observed. In this context, and as a 

researcher, I maintained a passive, non-intrusive role by merely noting down the 

incidences of the factors under study.   

  

With reference to the main advantage of direct and systematic observation, namely 

observing actions first hand, this data collection method provided a record of the actual 

behaviour that transpired within the classrooms of the participants which eliminated the 

need to pose additional questions to the participants and confirmed participants’ 

responses to questions.   

  

1.6.5   Data analysis and interpretation    

  

Gale, Heath, Cameron, Rashid, and Redwood (2013) ascertain that there are several- 

approaches to qualitative data analysis, including those that pay close attention to 

language and how it is being used in social interaction. In this study, close attention was 

paid to the language that participants used to express their experiences of teaching at-

risk learners. The research involved the systematic search for patterns to generate full 

descriptions capable of shedding light on the phenomenon under study, which was 

learners at risk in South Africa.   

  

In this study, a system-based framework was employed to analyse the processes that are 

required to be incorporated into teacher training to equip and prepare teachers for their 

role in educating at-risk learners. Also, the dynamics of interactions among teachers 

themselves was examined to point out the nature of training needed for successful 

engagement of at-risk learners in classrooms. The effects of the applied engagement were 

examined to understand the extent to which teachers teaching at-risk learners influence 

those learners positively for retained schooling. However, researchers often note the 

chaos and complexities associated with analysing data within a qualitative design, and 

this infer that researchers working with qualitative data are confronted with enormous 
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quantities of relatively unstructured data that require organisation and systemic refinement 

(Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen and Razavieh, 2010:500).  

  

Creswell (2007) explains qualitative data analysis as processes of familiarisation, 

categorisation and synthesis based on predetermined considerations. In further 

articulation, Creswell (2007) added that data analysis is spiral and must fit into the 

approach of qualitative inquiry, and that once data are collected, the collected data must 

be organised and managed carefully. With reference to Creswell (2007), data collected 

were analysed systemically as follows:  

  

▪ Familiarisation and organisation of data;   

▪ Coding and reduction processes;   

▪ Interpretation and representation of coded data.   

  

1.6.6   Trustworthiness and validity  

  

The trustworthiness and validity of research findings for this study were addressed using 

the authenticity criteria as implied by Cuba and Lincoln (1989), namely adhering to 

fairness, and to ontological, educative, analytical and tactical authenticity.   

  

With reference to the suggestions of Cuba and Lincoln (1989), the following validity 

concepts were adhered to:  

  

▪ The use of an accurate and reliable measuring instrument;  

▪ The researcher’s control is applied carefully;  

▪ The researcher always poses consistent questions ; and  

▪ The participants are provided with the transcriptions of the data to confirm 

accuracy of collected data.  
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1.6.7   Ethical considerations  

  

Conducting interviews to collect data has an ethical dimension in the sense that 

interviewing concerns interpersonal interaction and produces information about the 

human  condition (Mouton, 1996). Three main areas of ethical consideration that apply to 

this study on at-risk learners relate to informed consent, confidentiality, and the 

consequences of the interviews (Kvale, 1996:111).  

  

▪  Informed consent  

  The participants were individually contacted to gauge their willingness to 

participate in the study. A brief summary and pilot questions were made available 

for participants after successful assessment of their willingness to participate. 

Permission was obtained from the Western Cape Education Department and 

their district offices, including the principal of the sampled school.  

▪  Confidentiality and anonymity  

  All data collected were treated confidentially and all images and information of 

participants were protected. All confidentialities and anonymity protocols were 

clearly observed, and data were kept secure on hard drive and backed up on 

Google Drive throughout the research process.   

▪  The right to withdraw  

  Participants were assured of their right to withdraw from the study should they 

no longer want to participate in it.  

  

1.7  CONCEPT CLARIFICATION   

    

The important concepts related to this study are the following:  

  

1.7.1   At-risk learners  

  



THE CHALLENGES OF TEACHING AT-RISK LEARNERS AT A SECONDARY 

SCHOOL IN CAPE TOWN  

 
 

18  

  

With reference to Herr (1989:201) on at-risk learners, and in the context of this study, at-

risk learners pertain to secondary school learners who run the risk of not acquiring the 

knowledge, skills and attitudes needed to reach a stage of self-reliance. These learners 

behave in ways that put them in at-risk situations of not completing their high school 

training.   

  

1.7.2   Learner  

  

A learner refers to any person receiving education (South Africa, 1996b). In this study, it 

refers to school-going children from Grade 1 to Grade 12 representing children in the age 

group 7 years to 18 years.   

  

1.7.3   Experiences  

  

Experiences refer to the lived knowledge about an event. In this study, it refers to the day-

to-day encounters between teachers and their learners within the school environment.  

  

1.8   ORGANISATION OF THE DISSERTATION  

  

This study on the challenges of teaching secondary school at-risk learners is organised 

into five chapters:  

  

Chapter 1   

This chapter presents a general orientation to the study. This overview chapter details the 

introduction to the research, reflection on the background, and the motivation for the study. 

This chapter further presents the background of the problem under study, both locally and 

internationally, and provides the bases for the formulation of the research questions and 

thus the motivation for study.  
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Chapter 2  

Chapter 2 is devoted to a literature review on challenges facing teachers teaching at-risk 

learners in both local and international contexts. This review is eventually narrowed down 

to a local perspective to gauge and gain more insight into the existing study about the 

education of learners deemed to be at risk in the Western Cape. The theoretical framework 

underlying the study is also discussed in this chapter.  

  

Chapter 3    

The research design and research methodology that was employed to collect data for the 

empirical investigation is discussed in this chapter. Matters discussed include the sample 

of the study, data collection methods, and the procedure used to analyse and interpret the 

collected data in order to derive answers to the research question. The adherence to 

ethical considerations and the issue of trustworthiness are also addressed in Chapter 3.  

  

Chapter 4  

The focal point of this chapter is to present the empirical research findings derived from 

an analysis of the collected data, which was then interpreted and evaluated as meaningful 

to answer the formulated research questions.    

  

Chapter 5  

Chapter 5 is based on a summary of the literature findings and the findings from the 

empirical investigation. From this summary, conclusions are drawn, and guidelines are 

developed culminating in recommendations for solutions in teaching at-risk secondary 

school learners in South Africa.  

  

1.9   SUMMARY  

  

Teachers in the business of educating at-risk learners are confronted daily with the 

insurmountable societal ills rooted in dysfunctional and broken homes, which require 

urgent attention from all stakeholders in the education landscape of South Africa. 
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Teachers involved with at-risk secondary school learners are not coping with the demands 

of their work and are exiting the profession. Everything must be done to ensure that 

solutions are found to retain teachers in the system. The salient factors creating barriers 

to the successful education of at-risk learners need to be identified and tackled to ensure 

that already disadvantaged learners excel academically, and this is only attainable if 

teachers are equipped with required skills to remedy this unconstructive relationship.   

CHAPTER TWO LITERATURE STUDY   

  

2.1   INTRODUCTION  

  

“At-risk learner” refers to any identified learner who needs additional support and who is 

not meeting or not expected to meet the established goals of the educational programme 

(academic, personal/social, career/vocational) (Guzman, 2016:1). In current times, there 

is increasing attention drawn to learners labelled as at-risk, and the probing questions 

remain, who? are these learners and what can schools do to help them? (Guzman, 

2016:1). Due to the rate at which learners become at-risk in most schools across the globe, 

and as an emerging trend in South Africa, school leaders in South Africa are becoming 

inundated with this societal problem and are failing to provide comprehensive solutions or 

combating tactics to eradicate the problem of at-risk learners.  

  

Previous research has underscored that the definition and the use of the term “at-risk 

learner” varies and can be controversial; however, the common denominator is a concern 

about providing support to learners who are viewed as likely to become school dropouts 

(Guzman, 2016:1). With the intention of most schools to reduce school dropouts, it is 

imperative for school leaders to take cognisance of the underlying factors placing learners 

at risk, and to not focus the locus of the problem within the learner (Guzman, 2016:1). 

School leaders should clearly understand that the problems experienced by at-risk 

learners are caused by external factors such as neighbourhood, family, school, peers and 

individual conditions, and they should clearly refrain from blaming or labelling these 

learners, as such an approach will exacerbate the problem. Since at-risk learners include 
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but are not limited to learners in the following groups: homeless children and youth, 

dropouts, returning dropouts and potential dropouts, it is useful to think about underlying 

risk factors and behaviours as an impediment to successful schooling, and the focus 

should be driven as such. Although at-risk learners are what they are because of their 

circumstances, choice is always at stake. There are learners faring well regardless of their 

desolating circumstances. Bronfenbrenner’s theory articulates that individuals are also 

active participants in their environments exercising choice of action.  

 

Several causal factors place learners at risk of not completing their education and it is 

useful to view these factors from a developmental angle. Human development and its 

associated problems, particularly in an educational context, can be categorised into 

internal and external causal factors. The internal causal factors include psychological, 

physical and behavioural factors (which can also be ascribed to the family structure). The 

external causal factors (human problems) can be placed with the school and the 

community at large (Withers and Russell, 2001:12). With the focus of this study in mind, 

namely, the challenges of teaching at-risk learners, it is imperative to understand the 

factors responsible for causing learners to become at risk in order for the study to point at 

the possible solutions to teaching at-risk secondary school learners.  

  

2.2   AT-RISK TREE METAPHOR AS AN INFORMAL FRAMEWORK  

  

Decades ago, Becker (1981:14) observed that information accumulated about at-risk 

conditions has become “strewn all over the place, spoken in a thousand competitive 

voices”. Insignificant fragments are magnified out of proportion while major and world 

historical insights about at-risk conditions demand attention. To date, Becker’s statement 

is evidently true; information available regarding at-risk children and youth is “strewn all 

over the place”. What is the cause and what is the effect? What is the relationship between 

various aspects of a child’s lack of development problem? What are the underlying 

connections?  
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Many researchers have made the effort to solve the problem through an approach that 

requires the problem to be divided into manageable chunks such as school dropout, drug 

and alcohol abuse, juvenile delinquency and youth suicide, since it is intertwined and 

complex by formulation. This approach will provide an opportunity for these issues to be 

studied separately (McWhirter et al., 2017:17-18). These underlying issues that place 

learners at risk is rife in South Africa and research fails to provide enough information 

about at-risk learners and as such impedes the availability of information about at-risk 

learners in South Africa.  

  

McWhirter et al. (2017) laid out a systematic informal framework to guide researchers in 

the quest to understand the scope and the range of problems for which children and 

adolescents are at risk; their framework integrated the various at-risk categories and 

intervention strategies to convene the information and knowledge about specific at-risk 

categories in a unifying framework. The analogy of a tree was utilised in considering a 

range of issues that relate to at-risk children and youth. This at-risk tree referred to the 

“Soil” of the tree as the individual societal environment; and the “Roots” as the connection 

from the family, school and peer group to the soil that provides support and nurturance.  

 

“Trunk” serves as the conduit of developing attitudes and behaviours of each individual 

child that resulted in a specific at-risk category, and these are the “Branches” of the tree. 

The fruits of the tree in the context are individual and specific young people in the society; 

some are whole and healthy, others are bruised and damaged, and others dropped from 

the tree. As referred to in this study, at-risk learners are evidently bruised and damaged 

and many more have dropped out from the tree, hence the need for ‘gardeners’, namely 

teachers, social workers, counsellors and psychologists. Like all growing trees, the at-risk 

tree needs pruning, staking and trimming, sun, water and nurturing. Nurturing as indicated 

must be directed at different times toward the soil, roots, trunks and branches to harvest 

good fruits from the tree (McWhirter et al., 2017:21).  
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Figure 2.1: At-risk tree metaphor  

  

The at-risk tree is a useful but informal framework for understanding and working with at-

risk learners. It will be useful to explore a more extensive and elegant theoretical 

framework for this study. Hence, Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems model for human 

development, which is the theoretical framework for this study, is discussed next.  

  

2.3   BRONFENBRENNER’S ECOLOGICAL SYSTEMS THEORY AS 

THEORETICAL LENS  

  

Owing to the strewn nature of information available about at-risk learners, there are many 

definitions of at-risk conditions. The most relevant definition of an at-risk situation in the 

context of this study is defined by Manning and Baruth (1995); they define at-risk learners 

as those who are not able to complete their high school education due to several risk 

factors that include poor achievement, grade retention and problems of attitude and school 

attendance where large numbers of the learners are poor. These risk factors resulting in 
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at-risk conditions can be linked to the ecological theory of human development as 

developed by Bronfenbrenner.   

  

Bronfenbrenner was known to be one of the leading theorists in the field of developmental 

psychology. In 1989, Bronfenbrenner developed the ecological systems theory based on 

four concentric systems that are the Micro-, the Meso-, the Exo-, and the Macro-systems. 

He later added a time-related fifth system called the Chrono-system (Bronfenbrenner, 

1989:188).  

  

Bronfenbrenner’s concentric systems have incubated various risk factors as outlined by 

the definition of at risk by Manning and Baruth (1995). Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 

systems theory lays stress on the quality and the context of the child’s surroundings as 

these determine the future propositions of a child. Bronfenbrenner maintains that as the 

child develops the interaction with the environment acquires a complex nature; the chance 

for the complexity appears since the physical and cognitive structures of a child grow and 

mature (Paquette and Ryan, 2001).  

  

Further, in Bronfenbrenner’s study of ecological systems it was pointed out that 

development and socialisation are influenced by the different circles of the environment 

with which a person is in active participation. This include three significant assumptions 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Saarinen et al., 1994):  

  

• A person is an active player, exerting influence on his/her environment.  

• Environment is compelling a person to adapt to its conditions and restrictions.  

• Environment is understood to consist of different size entities that are placed one 

inside another depicting reciprocal relationships between these entities 

representing different systems, namely Micro-, Meso-, Exo- and Macro-systems.   
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Bronfenbrenner’s (1994) four concentric systems depicting interactive, interrelated 

functioning of socially organised sub-systems, to support and guide, or hamper, optimal 

growth serve as the theoretical framework for this study and it is discussed next.  

  

Figure 2.2: Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems  

  

The ecological systems model as articulated by Bronfenbrenner (1989, 1994) posits that 

individual human development occurs within interconnected and embedded ecological 

systems, and that the model provides a good foundation to understand the impact of 

culture, politics, relationships, social interactions, and life experiences on the attitudes, 

behaviours and competences of children, adolescents, youth and their families. The 

ecological model rests on the thesis that humans develop and grow within the context of 

a number of reciprocal systems, which include concentric circles capturing various levels 

or degrees of interactive and reciprocal experiences. The inner core of the model 
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incubates the individual human with his or her predispositions, evolutionary and biological 

components, and unique personality characteristics.  (McWhirter et al., 2017:24).  

  

2.3.1   The micro-system  

  

According to the micro-system definition, all environments in which the developing person 

is an active participant are his/her micro-environments. Bronfenbrenner (2001:263-266) 

made the system definition more precise and, among other things, paid attention to the 

belief systems of the person because they can have stimulating effects on development. 

Home and family, school and community come to foreplay quite naturally while studying 

the developmental issues of any person of no matter what age (Harkonen, 2007:8).    

  

Bronfenbrenner’s (1994) ecological model rests on the thesis that humans develop and 

grow within the context of a number of reciprocal systems with the individual at the centre 

(McWhirter et al., 2017:21-22). The model can be visualised as a number of circles placed 

in one another capturing various levels and degrees of interactive and reciprocal 

experiences; at the inner core is the individual with his or her genetic predispositions, 

evolutionary and biological components and ongoing processes of behavioural, cognitive 

and affective experiences. The micro-system is described to consist of the people with 

whom an individual comes into direct contact or participation and refers to immediate, 

proximal interactions in the person’s world (McWhirter et al., 2017:23). The composition 

of this system includes the family, the child’s school, the neighbours, friends and the 

church  

(which speaks to the belief system of the family). Each microsystem influences the child’s 

development.  

  

2.3.2   The meso-system  

  

The meso-system comprises the linkages and processes taking place between two or 

more settings containing the developing person (the relationship between home and 
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school, school and workplace). According to Herkonen (2007), a meso-system is a system 

of microsystems. The meso-system can also be understood as the embedded 

interconnections between different micro-systems, as well as the impact of the reciprocal 

interactions (McWhirter et al., 2017:24). The meso-systemic influences include the 

relationships between a child’s parents and teacher, and between the child’s school and 

the surrounding neighbourhood.   

  

The ecological model as developed by Bronfenbrenner assumes that an individual’s 

development is enhanced if the meso-system, which pertains to the relationship among 

the microsystems, is constant and positive (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1989).  

  

2.3.3   The exo-system  

  

The exo-system consists of the interconnections between one or more settings that are 

more distal and do not directly involve the individual (McWhirter et al., 2017:24).  School 

governance can be cited as a good example of an exo-systemic factor. School governance 

regarding educational outcomes, assessment policies and norms and standards of public 

school funding have an influence on the individual and his/her micro-systems (for example 

schools, family and community), but the individual may not be present in the environment 

where these standards are laid down (McWhirter et al., 2017:24).  

  

2.3.4   The macro-system  

  

Bronfenbrenner (1989:228) describes the macro-system as consisting of an overarching 

pattern of micro-, meso-, and exo-systems characteristic of a given culture, sub-culture, 

or other broader social context, with a particular reference to the developmentally, 

instigative belief systems, resourced life styles and patterns of social interchange that are 

embedded in each of these systems. Furthermore, Bronfenbrenner (1994) reiterated that 

the macrosystem can be thought of as a societal blueprint of a particular culture, sub-

culture, or other broader social context. The macro-system is the outmost layer for the 
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child; it has no distinct framework, but it holds inside it the cultural values, traditions and 

laws (Beck, 2000).  

The macro-system provides a framework to the preceding systems.  

  

McWhirter et al. (2017) point out that research that examines the relationship between 

children’s aggressive behaviour and exposure to violent television is an example of 

studying macro-systemic influences on individuals.  

  

2.3.5   The Chrono-system  

  

The chronosystem is a description of the evolution, development or stream of development 

of the external systems in time (Harkonen, 2007). McWhirter et al. (2017:24) also describe 

this system as the socio-historical circumstances and transitions that unfold during the 

course of the individual’s life over time.  

  

2.3.6   Assumptions surrounding the ecological model  

  

Three explicit assumptions are inherent in the ecological systems theory by 

Bronfenbrenner (1989; 1994): the individual and the environment are interacting and 

constantly changing; the individual is an active participant in his or her environment; and 

changes in one ecological system influence changes in the other and vice versa. Hence, 

in this study the focus will be on the changes in various systems, and how they affect the 

normal development of the individuals under study to the point of placing these at-risk 

learners of completing their secondary school education.  

  

2.4   THE CHALLENGES IN TEACHING AT-RISK LEARNERS  

  

Hammond et al. (2007) categorise different factors that place learners at risk into four 

domains namely individual, school, community and family. The individual domain factors 

are those related to the learner individually - behaviour and academic performance. The 
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family domain factors relate to the background of the family and perception toward 

education, and family dynamics. The school domain consists of factors that relate to the 

environment, structure and policies of the school such as resources of school. The 

community domain factors are those relevant to the society and its surroundings such as 

type and location of the society, characteristics and demography of the society, and the 

overall environment.  With this in mind, and when several or all of these risk factors are 

prevalent in the life of a learner, there is possibility that the learner will become less 

motivated in school which may increase the chances of the learner dropping out of school 

(Suh and Suh, 2007). Hence, some of the risk factors that contribute to at-risk status 

amongst secondary school learners are discussed next.  

  

2.4.1   Family and societal issues  

  

Lewis and McCann (2009:897) explain the impacts of family issues upon at-risk learners, 

which cannot be disregarded when studying patterns of behaviours amongst at-risk 

learners. The culture from which at-risk learners originate relates to familial issues such 

as low socio-economic status, familial substance abuse, single parent families, low 

parental educational status, criminal activity, violence, poverty, lack of parental 

supervision, poor home-school relationship and ethnic minority status as indicators of at-

risk learners(Johnson, 1998). Some additional indicators can be ascribed to at-risk 

learners’ parents’ experiences such as low achievement in school, unemployment, 

poverty, lack of involvement in the child’s education, or failure to impart values, aspirations 

and motivation to persevere and be successful in school; and when parents fail to 

participate in their child’s education, learners react with unethical and unruly behaviours 

like truancy, lack of social skills and lack of academic skills such as literacy and numeracy, 

and in turn lack vision for their future (Rumberger et al., 1990).  

  

2.4.2   School and learning issues  
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In the quest to support at-risk learners in schools, it is important for school leaders, 

teachers and remedial support teams to identify learners with learning disabilities; this 

move is pivotal as it prevents learners from becoming at risk of academic under 

achievement. The research on using literacy and numeracy as a means of identifying at-

risk learners supports the notion that it is important to identify and address such issues 

early in schooling (Sideridis, 2002).  

  

2.4.2.1  Theorising behaviour  

  

Much of the literature on at-risk learners is concerned with overt, aggressive behaviours 

amongst at-risk learners; there is much less concern about passive, withdrawn behaviours 

amongst at-risk learners, yet links between withdrawal and suicide are mentioned in 

literature (Patton, 2000). For the sake of this study, particularly when unfolding the 

challenges of educating at-risk learners, it is useful to explain the two categories of 

behaviours that are mostly played out by at-risk learners. The first represents 

misbehaviour as being the result of the impact of some temporary condition or context on 

the learners, and the second conceptualises misbehaviour as a more ongoing, repetitive 

issue related to characteristics of the learner (Mclnerney and Mclnerney, 2006). The 

temporary response, which is represented as the first category of misbehaviour, is seen 

as a way of relieving a short-term emotional state stimulated by some unsatisfactory 

aspect of the environment of at- risk learners (Mclnerney and Mclnerney, 2006). The result 

of their temporary response may include frustration, anxiety, boredom, fear or excitement. 

The second identifiable category of misbehaviour is persistent, repetitive, challenging 

behaviour. These behaviours can be displayed in varied forms including irritation, moving 

or talking without permission and rocking on chairs, etc. More severe forms of repetitive 

behaviours may involve passive resistance, arguing with the teacher or other learners; 

should the behaviour not dealt with, it can escalate into consistent attempts to avoid 

schoolwork or school (Lavis and McCann, 2009:898). The second behaviour may also 

lead to building up resistance to teachers and the school interventions (Lavis and McCann, 

2009:898).   
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Social behaviour theorists such as Glasser (1992) and Pearl and Knight (1999) suggest 

that all behaviours reflect attempts by the individual to have his or her needs met. Hence, 

it is useful to examine what at-risk learners’ unmet needs may be and make 

recommendations on how teachers and the school can address them. Relevant to this 

study, the most significant of these needs appears to be the need to feel a sense of 

belonging, competence and usefulness. One of these needs, as conveyed in literature,  is 

discussed next.  

  

2.4.2.2  Belonging and connection    

  

Baumeister and Leary (1995) mentioned that the need to belong is associated with 

differences, not just in classroom behaviour, but also in cognitive processes, emotional 

patterns, health, and well-being. A positive sense of relatedness affects people’s 

perceptions of others, leading them to view friends and group members more favourably 

than others, and to think about them more often and in more complex ways. It is regarded 

that human beings are fundamentally and pervasively motivated by a need to belong, that 

is, by a strong desire to form and maintain enduring interpersonal attachments 

(Baumeister and Leary, 1995:522).  

  

The emotional responses of at-risk learners do not just depend upon their relationships 

with peers but also with their teachers and their behaviour does not just transcend into 

intended payback but is in response to rejection, and the more persistent the feelings of 

rejection, the more persistent the behaviour (Lewis and McCann, 2009:898). Evidence 

suggests that whenever at-risk learners have feelings of belonging and acceptance, it 

leads to a variety of positive emotions such as feeling happy, elated, content and calm, 

whereas being rejected, excluded or ignored leads to potent negative feelings such as 

experiencing  anxiety, depression, grief and jealousy (Baumeister and Leary, 1995:508).  
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Learners develop a sense of self-worth before beginning school, based on their 

perceptions of interactions with parents and siblings within the family (Dreikurs, 1968). At-

risk learners have in most cases indicated that they are not valued within their family and, 

as such, develop a strong need to be recognised within groups, even if this need is met 

through socially inappropriate behaviours. With this said, many at-risk learners’ teachers 

assume that the need and feeling of belonging among at-risk learners are met 

automatically, but this notion is unsubstantiated in the real context.  

  

2.5   AT-RISK YOUTH EDUCATION IN THE WESTERN CAPE  

  

High-school dropout is a phenomenon that occurs in several countries within formal 

educational systems (Donald et al., 2010:176; Masitsa, 2006:166; Suh and Suh, 2006: 

1120; Progress Report, 2007; Townsend et al., 2008:21-32). The interrelated inter-

functioning of ecological systems and educational engagement, and other societal factors 

have a direct influence on the academic achievements of learners and their decisions to 

remain in school, yet in South Africa the dropout rate remains high with several of these 

and other factors not contributing to retain learners in the education system (RSA, 2011; 

Townsend et al., 2008:22).  

  

The community survey conducted by the by University of Cape Town’s (UCT) Poverty and 

Inequality Initiative in 2016, in partnership with OpenUp Statistics South Africa and the 

Economies of Regions Learning Network (ERLN) pointed out progress and regression 

around youth in the Western Cape (OpenUp; StatsSA; ERLN, 2016). The same survey 

provided data on youth education in Cape Town, Western Cape and South Africa at large.  

The data-driven survey depicts various youth age groups’ educational attendance. It was 

deduced in the survey that at-risk youth’s educational attendance diminishes as learners 

grow maturely in age. The mainstream schooling system tends to purge age-inappropriate 

learners from the age of 17 years onwards out of the schooling system, and this approach 

places most youth at risk of not completing their secondary schooling.   

  

http://www.povertyandinequality.uct.ac.za/
http://www.povertyandinequality.uct.ac.za/
http://www.povertyandinequality.uct.ac.za/
http://www.povertyandinequality.uct.ac.za/
http://www.povertyandinequality.uct.ac.za/
https://openup.org.za/
https://openup.org.za/
http://www.statssa.gov.za/
http://www.statssa.gov.za/
http://www.statssa.gov.za/
http://www.erln.co.za/
http://www.erln.co.za/
http://www.erln.co.za/
http://www.erln.co.za/
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Figure 3.2 shows the trends in educational attendance as learners mature in the South 

African schooling system.   

  

 

Figure 2.3: Educational attendance-Youthexplorer.org.za  

  

As is clear from Figure 2.3, the South African education system and reforms pertaining to 

Section 29 of the Constitution, which provides that everyone has the right to basic and 

further education, failed to cater for youth from the age of 17, which is the age where 

constructive interventions are needed in order to avoid at-risk learners of not completing 

their education.  Figure 2.3 points out severe vulnerability amongst female learners, which 

showed a higher prevalence than amongst male learners. This could be a result of many 

reciprocal experiences amongst this gender like their social interactions with their male 

counterparts. These reciprocal experiences could materialise in the form of teenage 

pregnancy, isolation and lack of family support which further places this gender group at 

risk.  

  

Many young people experience multiple forms of deprivation simultaneously, including low 

levels of education, poor health and limited access to housing, basic services and 

economic opportunities. These vulnerabilities are often inter-related: for example, low 

income and poverty can compromise children’s health, which, in turn, impacts on 

education and employment prospects. Effective implementation of youth development 

policies requires a comprehensive understanding of young people’s realities; their needs 

and dreams; their real or perceived support networks, or gaps in these; their level of 
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access to services and their willingness to take these up; and their sense of happiness 

(De Lannoy, Fortuin, MpofuMketwa, Mudiriza, Ngcowa, Storme and Smith, 2018). It is, 

however, important to avoid applying a ‘blanket approach’ to youth, as such an approach 

would mask the racial, gender and income inequalities that influence young people’s lives 

and life chances. Another form of deprivation towards youth in the Western Cape is the 

public policy decision regarding educational outcomes of at-risk youth; as well known in 

the mainstream schools, there is no obligation to enrol a learner above 18 years of age 

(De Lannoy et al., 2018). This policy is detrimental to the group of learners who are above 

18 years, as they eventually drop out of schooling as is depicted in Figure 2.4.   

  

Figure 2.4: Learner dropout- Youthexplorer.org.za  

As is clear from Figure 2.4, many young people struggle to finish secondary schooling, 

and only 48% of youth aged 20 – 24 have completed Matric or Matric equivalent. There 

are extreme disparities at ward level in outcomes between learners attending school in 

affluent areas versus those attending schools in townships or informal settlements. For 

instance, only 7% of learners in the New Crossroads Township in Western Cape passed 

the mathematics test in 2015, compared to 68.2% of learners attending school in the much 

wealthier suburb of Newlands in the same province (De Lannoy et al., 2018).  

  

Nationally, access to education has improved significantly since 1994, but this has not 

resulted in increased employment. The poor quality of education in most public schools 

acts as a poverty trap. Poorer children in those schools very quickly fall behind, and such 

learning backlogs and grade repetition remain key drivers of school dropout at a later age 

(De Lannoy et al., 2018). The community survey of 2016 about student dropout (Western 

Cape Department of Education Statistics, 2017) indicated the alarming rate of dropout 
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amongst youth between Grade 10 and Matric, emphasising the question about what 

happens to these learners between Grade 10 and Matric. Dropping out of school is rife 

among learners on the way to completing their secondary school education and, according 

to various studies, it is rife specifically among adolescents from deprived socio-economic 

environments such as the Cape Flats region of Cape Town (Western Cape Department 

of Education Statistics, 2017; ERLN, 2016).  

  

Reasons for particular concern with at-risk learners not only relates to the extent of their 

need for education and social stability but also to the observation that their issues often 

manifest as challenging behaviours at school, including withdrawal, truancy, 

disengagement, resistance and disconnection (Lewis and McCann, 2009:895). As seen 

in most secondary schools across the country, teachers do not in most cases know how 

to respond to such behaviours. Dealing and educating at-risk learners requires thorough 

knowledge of management strategies, tailor-made discipline procedures and individually 

developed philosophy, hence the essence of conducting this study. Individual teachers 

have their own ways of educating and instilling discipline in their learners, specifically 

learners deemed to be at risk; however, there is a dire need for research related to 

educating at-risk learners on the verge of dropping out of their secondary education. It is 

important to understand the numerous challenges of educating at-risk learners as faced 

by teachers and make recommendations on effective management strategies and 

solutions to address the issues of teaching learners at risk in order to counter their 

tendency to drop-out before having completed their school education satisfactorily.  

  

2.6   TEACHING AT-RISK LEARNERS  

  

Many groups in the South African society who were in a marginalised position before the 

implementation of apartheid remain in that position and, despite the various political 

reforms that have been enacted towards redress and social justice, many South African 

citizens in several communities still experience considerable challenges after 25 years of 

democracy, placing many school learners at risk of not completing their education (Inglis 
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and Lewis, 2013:46). Normand (2017:14-15) ascertains that challenges pertaining to 

parental support and community involvement could have dire consequences on the 

physical, social and emotional development of the youth, and thus result in family 

breakdown and lack of parental support for them.  

  

School learners living in high-risk communities across the Cape are then exposed to 

numerous psychological stressors, daily such as dysfunctional families, poorly resourced 

schools, and substance abuse as well as negative peer interactions. These psychological 

stressors can place learners at risk of future disengagement in their education, and for 

this reason effective interventions are needed in order to avoid possible negative 

outcomes (Inglis and Lewis, 2013:46). Learners are influenced differently by the ecological 

systems interactively interrelating in their lives representing their immediate families and 

the manner in which they are brought up, the moral and cultural values that impact on 

them and the schools they attend (Jozefowicz-Simbeni, 2008:51-53). From these 

ecological systems, they derive meanings and cultivate an understanding of what 

transpires around them. As such, the accumulation of physical, cognitive, social and 

contextual changes associated with adolescents cause some academic, behavioural, 

attitudinal and mental health challenges, which compromise school performance and 

place learners at risk of losing interest in their learning and possibly dropping out 

(Jozefowicz-Simbeni, 2008:51-53).  

  

In the context of at-risk education and challenges faced by at-risk learners due to their 

home and external environmental conditions, and more so that this is an aspect needing 

continuous research in South Africa, it is the aim of this study to expand on the research 

around the challenges faced by teachers teaching at-risk learners, and to recommend 

guidelines to these teachers on how to guide potential at-risk learners to persevere with 

their schooling in order to complete their Matric qualification as a crucial first step to 

possible social mobility. Hence, it is useful at this point to discuss the at-risk categories, 

so as to clearly identify the at-risk learners under study in this research.   
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2.6.1   The categories of at-risk learners in South Africa   

  

To understand the decline in academic performances of many learners in the South 

African education system, it is important to note the changes that have taken place in the 

education system. In the post-apartheid era, the Department of Education (DoE) 

introduced three national curriculum reform initiatives, which focused on schools (Jasen, 

1998). The first attempt was to eradicate from the apartheid curriculum (school syllabuses) 

all racially offensive and out-dated content such as the content relating to racial division 

and oppression, segregation and inequality. The aim of this reform was to stop Bantu  

Education’s ulterior motive of enforcing racially separated educational facilities. Secondly, 

the DoE phased in continuous assessment into schools relating to School Based 

Assessments, and how it is implemented in schools. With the introduction of this 

curriculum, learners were given numerous opportunities to complete their year-long 

assessments on a continual basis as opposed to the era where once a learner is given a 

chance for assessment and had missed it, no other opportunity is availed. During the 

apartheid regime, curriculum planning did not accommodate learners from challenging 

and disadvantaged backgrounds (Lucen et al., 1998).  

  

The most ambitious curriculum policy since the inception of a democratic system of 

government has been Outcome Based Education (OBE), the focus of which has to 

improve the quality of education. The outcomes-based education, grounded by the OBE 

paradigm (the underlying philosophy behind South Africa's ‘Curriculum’ 2005), which 

focuses on the outcomes of the educational process, was introduced in South Africa after 

1994 as one of the measures to improve the quality of education in post-apartheid South 

Africa, and to address the demands for an increasingly skilled working force. The OBE 

system (model) was introduced in South Africa on the assumption that it would lead to an 

increase in the quality of education that South African learners attain in schools (Botha, 

2002). OBE, which was supposed to have fostered democracy, failed when it was taken 

over and administered by government departments. Government departments do not 

operate on the principles of democracy; they are authoritarian, bureaucratic and very 
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controlling; teachers did not know exactly what was required of them and did not know 

what to do; and learners took it all as fun and stopped learning (Jansen, 1998).  

  

The National Curriculum Statement (NCS) was later introduced with the aim of translating 

the OBE curriculum into easier workable chunks for teachers to work with in their 

classroom (Jansen, 1998). The NCS curriculum was later reviewed and replace with the 

Revised National Curriculum Statement (RNCS), with the aim to promote conceptual 

coherence, and to have a clear structured curriculum designed in a clear language to 

promote the values of the society whilst striving towards social justice, equity and 

development (Chisholm et al., 2000). The development of a national curriculum is a major 

challenge for any nation and, at its broadest level, the education system and its curriculum 

express the ideas of society and its vision as to how the futuristic form of the society should 

manifest (Chisholm et al., 2000). The RNCS was a curriculum written by South Africans 

for South Africans who hold dear the principles and practices of democracy. The 

curriculum was designed to encapsulate the vision of the teachers and learners who are 

knowledgeable and multi-faceted, sensitive to environmental issue and able to respond to 

and act decisively upon many challenges still to confront South Africa in the post-apartheid 

era (Jansen, 1998).    

  

Following years of political influence on the education system of South Africa, the key 

stakeholders in the education system such as the DoE, Minister of Education and the 

South African Democratic Teachers Union (SADTU) reviewed some areas of the RNCS, 

its nature and manifestation, with this review leading to the birth of a new curriculum in 

2014 named Curriculum & Assessments Policy Statement (CAPS). This new curriculum 

was believed to be comprehensive and to contain a well-structured policy statement on 

curriculum and assessment (Jansen, 1998).   

  

The continuous and inconsistent curriculum reforms and changes in the education system 

have had a lasting impact on the learners and their teachers; these resultant effects have 

placed increased demands on learners with some unintended effects relating to unruly 
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behaviour, negative peer influence and unexpected dropout rates. A study done by the 

City of Cape Town in 2016 on youth education in the Western Cape revealed that 83% of 

youth aged 16 to 17 have completed Grade 9 or higher; 59% of youth aged 20 to 24 have 

completed Matric, Matric equivalent or higher (Youth Explorer, 2016). The research further 

revealed that 45% of youth aged 15 to 24 attend an education institution, with 82% of 

learners writing Matric passing. In addition, 53% of Grade 8 learners go on to pass Matric 

and 36% of learners drop out between Grade 10 and Matric (Youth Explorer, 2016).  

However, many more previously disadvantaged learners with widely diverse backgrounds 

are being educated than ever before in South African history. Schools are tasked to serve 

vastly larger numbers of learners and to serve learners from very different social, cultural 

and language backgrounds (Maree, 2012).  The number of learners dropping out of high 

school has increased and there are strenuous efforts to reduce this number to a minimum. 

Hence, the various categories of at-risk learners in the South African context are 

discussed next.  

  

2.6.1.1  Drop out  

  

A dropout is a learner who leaves school before Matric and before completing a 

programme of study (McWhirter et al., 2017:129).  Research has revealed that there is 

still an enormous gap about the provision of equal education to the diversified racial 

groups in South Africa after 25 years of democracy in the post-apartheid era. During the 

apartheid era, the black learners were the most neglected racial group; they were directed 

to attend township schools where the quality of education remained poor (Maree, 2012). 

These learners account for 80% of the total South African enrolment in elementary and 

secondary education and are thus pivotal to the national educational progress (Grobler et 

al., 2014). Since compulsory schooling in South Africa ends in Grade 9, South Africa 

continues to encounter high dropout rates, especially at secondary and tertiary 

educational levels (Grobler et al., 2014). Approximately 60% of the learners who enter the 

schooling system complete Matric, and 40% of the learners drop out of the system after 

repeated failure (Department of Basic Education, 2017a).  
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2.6.1.2  Immigrant learners  

  

Although all countries have experienced immigration, South Africa, being the most 

economically viable country on the African continent, experienced an exponential 

immigration rate. The public schooling system reflects these demographics, with children 

of immigrants accounting for a substantial percentage of all South African school learners 

(Peyper, 2017). In addition, provincial migration is also on the rise. A rise in the number of 

migrants has been recorded from less economically active provinces to more economically 

active ones, for example, it is anticipated that the Western Cape will experience an inflow 

of 485 000 people over the next five years from 2019 to 2023 (Chambers, 2019).   

  

These movements will place enormous strain on resources in the economically active 

provinces such as the Western Cape and Gauteng with education at the centre of this 

insurgence (Peyper, 2017). With this influx, especially into schools in the Western Cape 

and Gauteng, an additional fifteen new schools and 480 more teachers per year are 

needed to accommodate these learners efficiently into the education system (Chambers, 

2019). Hence, immigration in itself can place immigrant learners at risk of dropping out of 

the education system and can place enormous constraints on the existing teaching and 

learning resources, which are not sufficient for optimal teaching and learning for the 

learners already enrolled.  

  

2.6.1.3  Exceptional learners  

  

In addition to learners of colour, immigrants and learners for whom English as the 

language of instruction is their second language, drop out statistics include many learners 

with disabilities (McWhirter et al., 2017:132). Research revealed that the dropout rate for 

learners with emotional/behavioural disabilities is consistently higher than that of general 

learners. Effort is placed into ensuring that learners with any form of learning disabilities 

are kept in the schooling system through polices of inclusivity and accommodation. 
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However, it is evident that these learners are socially alienated by peers and teachers and 

are found to drop out of school more frequently than learners without disabilities who 

eventually complete school; youth with disabilities face complex challenges to complete 

their high school education (McWhirter et al., 2017:132). Black male learners are 

disproportionately identified as having learning disabilities and emotional/behavioural 

disorders, both of which contribute to their marginalisation in the schooling system in 

South Africa and, ultimately, places this population at risk of dropout (Dancy, 2014).   

  

Lynch (2017) articulates that when researchers sound warnings about reaching learners 

who come from disadvantaged backgrounds, they tend to use the “one-hat-fits-all” 

approach. Minority learners, immigrant learners and learners from low socio-economic 

backgrounds are simply grouped under one umbrella. While it is true that all these groups 

of learners present more noticeable challenges than their white English-speaking 

counterparts, it is evident that South African education system is not yet doing enough to 

address the specific needs within these at-risk groups (Lynch, 2017)  

  

Black male learners are a learner demographic that has been, and continues to be, 

misunderstood (Dancy, 2014). Misbehaviour, learning-styles and social skills are often 

misconstrued as (problems by teachers ) when, in fact, black male learners are simply not 

receiving the most effective forms of discipline, lessons and peer-interaction opportunities 

(Lynch, 2017). As such, these groups of at-risk learners are slipping through the cracks, 

and not learning to their best potential. This lack of support forms part of the focus of this 

study to shed more light on effective ways of educating at-risk learners.  

  

2.6.1.4  Adjudicated and incarcerated youth  

  

Adjudicated young people are less likely to complete their high school; more than 75% of 

juvenile offenders of high school age fail to return to school following their release from 

custody. These adolescents are often alienated from school due to low academic 

performance, chronic truancy, and a need for special education interventions (McWhirter 
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et al., 2017:134).  In the South African context, most of these youth released from custody 

and of school going age face stigmatisation, and mostly return to the life of crime as 

opposed to completing their high school education.  

  

2.6.2   Successful schooling despite inhibiting home and external environmental 

conditions  

  

Poverty is considered a risk factor that jeopardises children’s academic performance (Wills 

and Hofmeyr, 2018:1). However, even in high-poverty contexts there are learners who 

manage to achieve consistently good academic results. Some of the success stories of 

at-risk learners who have persevered and completed their schooling despite their 

unfavourable life circumstances are narrated next.  

  

2.6.2.1  Success stories of at-risk learners  

  

“Anita, 24, is a single African American mother with three children 

aged 16 months, 4 and 5. She dropped out of school at the age of 15 

and is unemployed. Her 4-year-old son, Thomas, has a speech 

impediment. She is ashamed of being on welfare. A programme called 

New Start in Kansas City (United States) has enabled Anita to study 

for a high school diploma equivalent while Thomas is cared for in a 

childcare centre on the same site. Through New Start, Thomas 

benefits from dental and medical services, and is receiving specialist 

help for his speech. With the support of New Start, Anita feels 

optimistic about her future and is beginning to regain her self-esteem. 

Thomas is very happy at the child centre. He thoroughly enjoys visits 

to museums, theatres and zoos, which, in other circumstances, he 

might never have experienced” (OECD, 1998).  

  

Chen and Kaufman (1997) expanded on research first conducted by Kaufman and Bradby  
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(1992), who used the 1988 National Education Longitudinal Study (NELS:88) to profile 8th  

Graders at risk of dropping out of school between 8th and 10th Grade. Chen and  

Kaufman’s study (1997) extended the time frame through the second follow-up (1992) 

when most of the cohort graduated from high school to compare at-risk learners who 

dropped out of high school with their resilient counterparts (at-risk learners who 

graduated). To understand why resilient learners remained in school despite the odds 

against their doing so, factors such as family stability, parental involvement in school 

activities, learners’ attitudes about learning, and peer associations were examined and 

compared to the experiences of learners who dropped out. The results revealed that 

resilient learners had more positive attitudes about school, had more cohesive families, 

had parents who were more supportive of their schooling, and had peers more engaged 

in school than dropouts. The study concluded that these positive experiences play a 

protective role in reducing the impact of risk on resilient learners (Horn and Chen, 2000:1).  

  

“Ameena, 16, is a young South African schoolgirl who fell pregnant 

due to pressure from her peers to have unprotected sex at a young 

age. Ameena fell in love with a peer classmate who is immature and 

not ready to father a child. Ameena’s parents were not happy with her 

when they found out about her teen pregnancy; she had to stay home 

afterwards to assist her mother who is the only working adult; she sells 

cupcakes at their community taxi rank for the entire family to survive. 

After giving birth, she was determined to return to school after learning 

the hard way from her mistakes. She was fortunate and was accepted 

into a second chance special school to complete schooling. Ameena 

persevered to complete her secondary school education despite the 

challenges faced as a teenage mother and having to keep up with the 

pace of learning as well as mothering her child. She later finished her 

secondary education at the age of 19 years and went on to complete 

her tertiary education at a local university majoring in education. She 

graduated thereafter and has since been gainfully employed by the 
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Provincial Department of Education as a primary school trained 

teacher” (Thembalitsha Foundation, 2012).  

  

Reflecting on the success stories, it is obvious that some at-risk learners excel 

academically despite their challenging family circumstances. At-risk learners in these 

circumstances come to education as a last resort in order to accomplish a better future for 

themselves. Although these success stories did not happen easily, there were several 

factors that played a part such as teacher support, school support, peer support, and 

family and community involvement. Teachers in the education of at-risk learners play a 

considerable role in getting them from the point of giving up to a point where they could 

persevere and achieve (Dancy, 2014). Wali and Saad (2018:280) suggested a number of 

teaching practices that help at-risk learners succeed academically. These include 1) 

support from a caring and committed teacher; 2) involvement in learning; and 3) peer 

tutoring.  

  

Research has indicated that effective schooling practices could possibly bring excellence 

in education; however, the question remains whether these techniques, processes and 

procedures which arguably work in mainstream schools will also yield the desired results 

with at-risk learners in schools. Seeing that there are little known facts when it comes to 

effective school practices and their application to at-risk learners’ education, most schools 

simply toe the line and label at-risk learners as opposed to providing necessary support 

to accommodate the special needs of those likely to drop out. In addition, many 

researchers have sounded the warning that effective school practices themselves could 

constitute a threat to education for at-risk learners if not carefully applied (Wali and Saad, 

2018:280).   

  

2.7   TEACHER TRAINING TO ADDRESS THE CHALLENGE OF LEARNERS AT 

RISK: AN INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVE  
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Various education systems across the globe are exploring numerous ways to combat the 

challenges faced by teachers educating at-risk learners with the aim of addressing the 

root cause of this endemic societal problem. Many learners across the global education 

landscape are no longer taking education seriously nor perceive education to break the 

cycle of poverty, which is rife in many communities across the world (Dancy, 2014). Hence, 

it is important to draw on global ideas and methods of ameliorating this dysfunctionality.  

  

The following examples represent actions taken in the USA to address challenges relating 

to teaching at-risk learners after which Australian endeavours will follow.  

  

Chicago has been placed in the forefront in United States in its use of ninth-grade 

indicators of dropout. Catalysed by the development of freshman on-track indicators and 

research around it, Chicago school administrators, central office personnel, and external 

partners have developed several mechanisms using ninth-grade indicators to stimulate 

school improvement (Allensworth, 2013:68). The state developed early warning 

indicators, which were used in improving learners’ achievement: 1) focusing conversations 

and efforts on actionable problems; 2) identifying learners for interventions; and 3) using 

indicator patterns to address low performance in a strategic way. The high schools in 

Chicago suggest that knowledge of the on-track indicator and its use in district 

accountability were not enough for practice to change; however, the availability of the data 

tools which made it easy to act on information have changed the ways in which teachers 

and school staff interact with each other, learners and parents regarding improving 

learners’ performance (Allensworth, 2013:68-83).  

  

Milwaukee Public Schools (MPS) in the State of Wisconsin developed an early warning 

indicator for high school and beyond to build predictive models for identifying learners at 

elevated risk of an entire series of adverse outcomes in high school and beyond, beginning 

with Grade 9 retention and continuing into post-secondary education (Carl, Richardson, 

Cheng, Kin and Meyer, 2013). This early warning system in MPS makes at least two 

significant contributions: 1) broadening the set of outcomes that early warning work can 
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predict; and 2) investigating new ways of conveying early warning information to 

practitioners, such as probability estimates for each outcome and the total quality credits 

(TQC) measure (Carl et al., 2013).  

  

In another instance in the American education system, states such as Texas and 

Mississippi used a district level strategy through the creation of Teacher Preparation 

Programmes (TPS) to recruit and keep teachers in at-risk and hard-to-staff schools. The 

districts achieved this aim by collaborating with local colleges and universities to create 

alternate route programmes specifically to address the needs of at-risk and hard-to-staff 

schools (Rowland and Allen, 2007:73). Examples of TPS include the New York City  

Teaching Fellows, The Boston Teacher Residency and Houston’s Alternative Certification 

programmes. Many of these programmes focus on “home-grown” teacher candidate who 

are more likely to remain in local classrooms (Rowland and Allen, 2007:73).  

  

Since schools are focused on increasing the number of learners completing secondary 

education, at-risk learners are often faced with a variety of social and personal issues that 

affect their engagement and quality of learning. Hence, a more practical individual level 

approach seeks to address these problems (Lamb and Rice, 2018:18). The provision of 

strategic, targeted welfare and skill programmes can have a more positive impact on the 

learning capacity of at-risk learners for retained schooling. The following strategies and 

methods have proven to address the challenges of teaching at-risk learners in the 

Australian Education landscape:  

  

▪ Student Case Management (SCM): SCM is one of the most effective strategies 

for directly assessing individual learner needs, targeting appropriate assistance 

and monitoring progress (Gandara, Larson, Mehan and Rumberger, 1998; 

Strategic Partners, 2001). Case management can be organised in different 

ways. In Victorian schools, careers teachers often work as case managers 

through their roles in the SCM programme. The Victorian school system has a 

great reputation, with high quality teachers, a diverse curriculum, and learners 
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from many different backgrounds and learning spaces that bring out the best in 

everyone. The most successful schools implemented the programme from Year 

7 in order to identify and assess individual learners’ needs as early as possible, 

particularly for learners at risk, and providing intensive and ongoing interventions 

through case management. Welfare staff played this role in some schools (Lamb 

and Rice, 2008:18). Evaluations of various programmes that use case 

management as a key feature often report positive gains (Gandara et al., 1998; 

Strategic Partners, 2001). The evaluation report revealed that the SCM was the 

major factor in the most effective projects developed to help retain learners in 

education and training and promote successful transitions to further study and 

work (Lamb and Rice, 2008:18).  

▪ Mentoring: Mentoring provides one-to-one support for learners that can 

encompass guidance on study and schoolwork, assistance with homework, 

career and financial planning, or social and emotional support. It is one of the 

most commonly used strategies in effective programmes found to keep learners 

in school and engaged. Mentoring was targeted at learners deemed at risk, 

particularly where there were social problems (Lamb and Rice, 2008:18).  

▪ Attendance Policies and Programmes: These policies and programmes are 

an important feature in several of the Australian schools, which had achieved 

high retention rates despite having large numbers of at-risk learners. Several 

studies recommend intensive attendance monitoring as a way of increasing 

achievement and engagement (Rumberger, 2004; Rumberger and Thomas, 

2000).  

▪ Targeted Assistance for Skill Development: This assistance among low 

achievers can help improve the academic skills and achievement of at-risk  

learners. Low achievement is strongly associated with early school leaving 

(Rumberger, 2004). Targeted assistance, whether individual or group, preferably 

in the early years of secondary school, is one means of addressing this. 

Academic programmes that counter low achievement, such as literacy and 
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numeracy courses, homework centres, and remediation programmes in key 

subject areas can be successful (Rumberger, 2004).  

▪ Tutoring and Peer Tutoring: Tutoring whether by peers or other people is a 

mechanisms for providing targeted academic support for at-risk learners. One-

on-One tutoring is a strategy for providing extra help to disadvantaged learners 

at all levels of school. With the recruitment of adult volunteers and various peer-

tutoring strategies, schools can provide many under achieving learners with the 

type of one-on-one instruction to raise their skill levels and achievement (Lamb 

and Rice, 2008:20).  

▪ Pathways Planning: Pathway planning for at-risk learners needs to begin early. 

Careers and pathways planning are important elements in helping keep learners 

engaged (Morris, 2000). Effective careers education with early pathways 

planning for at-risk learners can help learners plan and help identify areas that 

require assistance and focus. Successful careers counselling in assisting at-risk 

learners is linked to the experience, qualifications and training of careers officers 

(Morris, 2000).   

▪ Targeted Financial Support: This support is important to learners where their  

own or their family’s need for more income becomes a powerful incentive to 

leave school. Financial sponsorship can be an important means of allowing such 

learners to remain in school (Lamb and Rice, 2008).  

  

Following an individual level approach, some schools in the Australian education system 

also employed a learner-centred strategy to address the challenges face by at-risk 

learners; a school-wide method based on a supportive school culture approach relates 

closely to educating at-risk learners. The quality of school culture plays a critical part in 

engaging and retaining learners. A study by Socias et al. (2007) for the California Dropout 

Research Project found that schools with significantly better-than-predicted school 

completion rates, while nominating various interventions as being vital to their success, 

also stressed the development of a supportive school culture that fostered connections 
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with learners, parents and the community, and the creation of a school climate of high 

expectations and accountability (Lamb and Rice, 2008:10).  

  

Croninger and Lee (2001) report that the degree of teacher caring and interaction with 

learners (reported by both learners and teachers) has a significant impact on dropout 

rates, and that the impact is strongest for at-risk learners, while Kennelly and Monrad 

(2007:11) note that, schools successful in dealing with dropout address overall school 

climate in order to facilitate learner engagement. However, how schools create such 

supportive environments - a supportive school culture - remains a matter of debate. There 

are no universal rules or formulas that can be identified as the sole route to establishing a 

quality culture or atmosphere that produces strong positive learner engagement and high 

levels of school completion, particularly in schools that have high proportions of at-risk 

learners (Lamb and Rice, 2008:11). The factors that researchers and school systems point 

to when describing quality schools relate to the following features (Lamb and Rice, 

2008:11; Sadegholvad, Yeatman, Omidvar, Parrish and Worsley, 2016):  

  

▪ Commitment to success for all: building a shared view that all learners can 

succeed with on-going commitment to identifying the most effective teaching and 

learning strategies to raise the achievement of at-risk learners.  

▪ Flexibility and responsiveness to individual needs: capacity to respond to 

varying needs, which in addition to welfare and academic might include social, 

personal and emotional needs.  

▪ High expectations: research findings point to the key role played by aspirations 

and the need to create a climate of achievement through effective leadership 

and a high level of teacher commitment and expectations on learner learning.  

▪ Shared vision: building a consensus around the aims and values of the school 

and developing a sense of community with a shared purpose.  

▪ Focus on continuous improvement: continuing to reflect on and monitor the 

impact of changes and encourage innovation for improvement as well as refine 

and adjust approaches as learner and parent needs shift.  
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▪ Climate of challenging and stimulating teaching: ensuring that programmes 

engage learners by being challenging, stimulating, involve opportunities for 

sharing learning tasks, are satisfying as learning experiences, and have clear 

and demonstrable benefits beyond school.  

▪ Strong and fair disciplinary climate: research on school effectiveness and 

engagement points to the need for creating a safe school disciplinary climate 

with clear and fair rules.  

▪  Encouraging learner responsibility and autonomy: building an ethos of  

learners taking responsibility for their own learning and behaviour so that 

learners accept the idea that their own efforts are important for progress.  

  

2.8   TEACHER TRAINING IN SOUTH AFRICA TO ADDRESS THE  CHALLENGE  

 OF AT-RISK LEARNERS  

  

In the quest to ensure a fair education system, it is imperative for policy makers to ensure 

that all teachers have a similar level of capacity (Smuts, 2018). Education being a 

constitutional right in many countries must be fair; learners in rural areas should equally 

have a good teacher standing in front of them every day, like their counterparts in more 

affluent urban areas. For a good educational system to prevail, initial teacher training must 

be highly standardised and fundamentally equal. It is only in this way that all learners 

receive a fundamentally equal chance of learning (Smuts, 2018).  

  

Apart from good quality parenting and a good quality external environment in which the 

child grows up, good quality teaching is an important starting point in the overall quality of 

an education system. Alternatively, as it is often phrased, the quality of an education 

system cannot exceed the quality of the teachers in that system (Smuts, 2018). Functional 

education systems know that teaching is a complex profession that requires specific skills 

and a high degree of professionalism. Therefore, it is imperative to safeguard a good 

teacher-training programme that has strict selection criteria and provides rigorous training 
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that includes extended in-classroom practice that spans over years even after the teacher 

has qualified (Smuts, 2018).  

  

The question remains as to how South Africa fares in ensuring an equitable system of 

education in comparison to its counterparts in the Southern African region. Despite high 

rates of public investment in education, education in South Africa, and in particular teacher 

education, faces a number of serious constraints. These constraints largely result from the 

legacy of inequality left by the apartheid era pertaining to racial discrimination and 

segregation, and more so the huge gap that remains steadfast between the rich and the 

poor in South Africa (Centre for Development and Enterprise, 2017:16).  

  

The results of Southern Africa Consortium for Monitoring Educational Quality (2017) for a 

nationally represented sample of Grade 6 mathematics teachers indicated that 79% 

showed mathematics content knowledge levels below the Grade 6/7 band. This is of 

enormous concern, not only given the strong evidence that teacher subject expertise has 

a significant impact on learner outcomes, but also considering how it reflects poorly on the 

status of the teacher (CDE, 2017:27).  

  

In addition, the National Development Plan indicates that part of the reason for poor 

teaching quality is a weak accountability system; there is a resistance towards 

accountability in the South African schooling context and access to conducting inspections 

and observations in the classroom is uneven. A previous study carried out by researchers 

at Stellenbosch University in a 2016 report concluded that:    

  

The root causes of South Africa’s low educational outcomes, while 

multifaceted, generally fall into one of two categories: 1) a lack of 

accountability, and 2) a lack of capacity (CDE, 2017:28).  

  

Consequently, any proposed solution would need to address both of these elements to 

gain traction (CDE, 2017:28).  
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Teaching is regarded as a prestigious and attractive profession that recruits the brightest 

and most motivated school graduates who do not require continual monitoring and 

oversight (Van Zyl, 2019). In the case of the South Africa education system, this is not the 

norm; the initial teacher training is highly variable but generally insufficient. For example, 

a study conducted by Taylor (2014) found that three out of five of the higher education 

institutions sampled provided no English language, literature, or linguistic education for 

teacher trainees not specialising in these subjects, despite poor English language 

proficiency among teacher trainees being an ubiquitous concern (Van Zyl, 2019).  

  

Consequently, the research by Taylor (2014) revealed that students enter their teacher 

training with poor skills, and leave with little more and, as a result, their learners fare very 

poorly and teaching is perceived as a low status career. Hence, teacher education 

programmes in South Africa are therefore in general unable to reliably attract high quality 

graduates, and so tend to be less demanding. Therefore, a vicious cycle repeats itself 

(Van Zyl, 2019). While in-service training programmes attempt to make up the backlog, 

and some are succeeding in achieving small learning gains, they cannot truly compensate 

for the lack of teacher skills resulting from poor initial teacher training and generally 

unskilled matriculants (Van Zyl, 2019).  

  

Pre-service teacher training in South Africa is the training provided to student teachers 

before they have undertaken any teaching. Common topics include classroom 

management, lesson plans, and professional development. A major focus during such 

training programmes is the practicum where the pre-service teacher is placed within a 

school setting either at primary or at secondary school level. The pre-service teacher will 

be given opportunities to develop skills through lesson planning, teaching lessons and 

classroom management. Lesson planning, teaching lessons and classroom management 

are not enough for developing a whole teacher. Pre-service teacher training should include 

exposure to the policy of education, education administration, the structure of teaching, 

and the diversity of teachers and learners. These will help to develop the teacher who will 
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be able to handle the diversity of situations that may arise in the working situation 

(Mashau, 2012:55). In order to capacitate prospective teachers in South Africa, pre-

service training should not only focus on lesson plans, teaching lessons and classroom 

management; the pre-service training of teachers should encapsulate more rigorous 

methods, pedagogy and insight which befit millennial learners (Mashau, 2012).  

  

To ensure that pre-service student teachers are capacitated to educate at-risk learners, 

these student teachers must be trained concisely about the education system of South 

Africa, bearing in mind that the education system has since democracy produced a new 

calibre of learners called at-risk learners (Van Zyl, 2019). Most teaching training colleges 

and universities are still using outdated approaches in preparing student teachers such as 

focusing solely on lesson plans, teaching lessons and classroom management, with these 

student teachers placed in metropolitan schools for their practical training where a low 

percentage of learners are deemed to be at risk (Van Zyl, 2019). Hence, the prospective 

teachers lack pre-knowledge of at-risk learners and their presenting behavioural issues, 

and as such are ambushed by these problems upon returning to schools as qualified 

teachers.  

  

To answer a probing question on how teacher training should be designed to capacitate 

prospective teachers to attend competently to learners at risk in ensuring retention in 

school, the education system needs an overhaul and refocus. Mashau (2012:55) suggests 

that pre-service teacher training in South African universities should be channelled to offer 

training, which will include a vital component representing the South African society, 

namely diversity, which pertains to culture, socio-economic status and gender approaches 

of the learners. These components play a pivotal role in the paradigm shift with regard to 

the noticeable gaps in teacher training currently experienced in the South African 

education system (Mashau, 2012).   

  

There is no substantial evidence that initial teacher training or in-service teacher training 

prepares teachers to educate at-risk learners that evolves within the schooling system. 
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This notion makes it worthwhile to undertake this study on at-risk learners and the 

challenges faced by their teachers. It is the aim and objective of this study to provide some 

solutions and make recommendations to address this gap in the South African education 

system.  

  

2.9   SUMMARY  

  

It is imperative for the successful engagement and teaching of at-risk learners to have 

competent and motivated teachers. Moreover, the fact that learners disengage from 

learning because of family and external environment constraints results in at-risk learners. 

The question remains, how prepared are teachers to engage constructively with at-risk 

learners, and what kind of initial or in-service teacher trainings are needed in the 

preparation of teachers for the education of at-risk learners to prevent school dropout and 

permanent disengagement? Hence, it is pivotal to bear in mind that the quality of an 

education system cannot exceed the quality of the teachers in that system; a further valid 

reason for policy makers to ensure the provision of and access to quality initial and in-

service teacher training.  

  

Therefore, it is useful for the sake of this study to clarify the challenges faced by teachers, 

in teaching at-risk learners and thereafter, suggest solutions and recommendations for the 

successful engagement of at-risk learners in teaching and learning endeavours.  
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CHAPTER THREE RESEARCH DESIGN AND RESEARCH 

METHODOLOGY  

  

3.1   INTRODUCTION  

  

As stated in paragraph 1.4, the main research question for the study pertains to the 

challenges of teaching at-risk secondary school learners.  

  

The three research sub-questions that were formulated in paragraph 1.4, the answers to 

which contributed to answering of the main research question, are repeated as pertaining 

to the following:  

  

▪ How does teacher training equip teachers to teach at-risk learners successfully?   

▪ What are the challenges teachers teaching at-risk learners experience?   

▪ What is the influence of successful teaching on the learning experiences and life 

propositions of at-risk learners?  

  

For an understanding of the research problem, a literature study was conducted in Chapter 

2 that provided information on the challenges and solutions to teaching secondary school 

learners at risk. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory served as the theoretical 

framework for the study (par 2.3). The challenges of teaching at-risk learners (par 2.4 & 

2.6), at-risk youth education in the Western Cape (par 2.5) and teacher training in South 

Africa and beyond (par 2.7) were evoked and teacher training to address the challenges 

in South Africa (par 2.8) was discussed.  

  

Chapter 3 focuses on the research methodology and research design for the empirical 

investigation. In this regard, the research aims and objectives, the research paradigm and 

approach, the selection of sites and participants, the collection and analysis of data, and 

the trustworthiness and ethical considerations about data collection and interpretation are 

discussed next.  
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3.2   RESEARCH AIMS AND OBJECTIVES  

  

The primary aim of the study was to understand how teachers can be equipped to provide 

at-risk learners with successful learning experiences. In order to understand these, the 

researcher first had to focus on the training of teachers in South Africa and, after 

evaluation, the researcher further ascertained if these trainings achieved the standard laid 

out to successfully educate at-risk learners in classrooms across the country. Secondly, 

the researcher focused on the challenges faced by teachers teaching at-risk learners to 

gauge their lived experiences whether negative or positive, and to provide guidelines to 

improve teaching and learning experiences within these classrooms. Finally, the 

researcher evaluated what influence the successful teaching and learning of at-risk 

learners had on their life propositions.  

  

In the pursuit of providing at-risk learners with successful learning experiences, and in 

accordance with the research questions, the following research aim was derived (par 1.5):  

  

▪ To identify what the challenges are when teaching at-risk secondary school 

learners using semi-structured interviews, in a school in Cape Town.  

  

3.3   RESEARCH PARADIGM AND RESEARCH APPROACH  

  

The selected research design is qualitative departing from a constructivist research 

paradigm. The study is regarded as a phenomenological study (par 1.6.2) whereby semi 

structured individual interviews and observation are the techniques used to collect data.  

  

3.3.1   Qualitative research approach  

  

Qualitative research seeks to explore and understand the meaning individuals or groups 

ascribe to a social or human problem. This process of research involves emerging 
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questions and procedures, data typically collected in the participant’s setting, data analysis 

inductively building from particular to general themes, and the researcher making 

interpretations of the meaning of the data (Creswell, 2014:309).   

  

Qualitative research provided the platform to unpack the complexity of the situation, based 

on a constructivist research paradigm and using a constructive style (Creswell, 2014:309) 

in order to understand the challenges faced by teachers teaching at-risk learners, and 

what the training of South African teachers entails to engage at-risk learners in successful 

learning experiences. In this regard, qualitative research conducted in educational 

management provided insight into the education of at-risk learners in South Africa. This 

was investigated as pertaining to the challenges and solutions in teaching at-risk learners 

and the influence of one role player on another, namely teachers of at-risk learners and 

at-risk learners themselves.  

  

Qualitative research in education seeks not only to answer questions such as ‘does it 

work?’, but also to find ways to understand the how, why and related to whom of this 

working (functioning). These questions cannot be answered through quantitative research 

as there are perceptions and experiences of people involved resulting in a transcending 

of mere confirmation of facts to a better understanding of the studied phenomenon (Tai 

and Ajjawi, 2016:175). Qualitative research allows the researcher to take into account the 

values and character of the participants and participants’ understanding of their own 

circumstances (Davids, Theron & Maphunye, 2009), which with this study pertained to 

teachers of at-risk learners and the education of at-risk learners in South Africa. Qualitative 

research allowed for the development of practical approaches to ensure successful 

teaching and learning owing to an in-depth understanding of the themes relevant to lack 

of engagement of at-risk learners in successful learning experiences.  

  

Mentens (2010) states that qualitative research explores a basic belief, and it enshrines 

the quality of constructing meaning based on a balanced representation of views arranged 

through raising participant awareness and creating a community of rapport on the topic of 



THE CHALLENGES OF TEACHING AT-RISK LEARNERS AT A SECONDARY 

SCHOOL IN CAPE TOWN  

 
 

58  

  

study. Owing to this statement, qualitative research was selected as the research design 

for  the empirical investigation on challenges and solutions in teaching secondary school 

learners at-risk.  

  

3.3.2   Constructivist research paradigm  

  

The constructivist research paradigm finds its ideas from works such as Berger and  

Luekmann’s (1967) The Social Construction of Reality and Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) 

Naturalistic Inquiry. More recent writers who have summarised this position are Denzin 

and Lincoln (2011) and Mertens (2010). The constructivist paradigm based on reality 

being constructed in a social environment with cognisance of multiple realities 

experienced by different people in different social environments and with truth being 

dependent upon the context in which research takes place (Mertens, 2010), suited this 

study about a single case of a school serving vulnerable at-risk learners and a small 

sample size of interviewees who contributed to information-rich data.   

  

Through the constructivist research paradigm, the researcher was able to seek 

understanding of the world in which they (at-risk learners and their teachers) live and work 

(Creswell, 2014). Individuals develop subjective meanings of their experiences and 

meanings directed toward certain objects and issues. These meanings are varied and 

multiple. They allowed the researcher to look for the complexity of views related to the 

themes underlying the engagement of at-risk learners in successful learning rather than 

narrowing meanings into a few categories or ideas. Based on constructivist research 

approaches, the researcher relied on the participants’ views of the situation under study.   

  

Validity as a requirement for a constructivist research approach raises two concerns, 

namely that the researcher:  
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▪ may not use appropriate steps to develop a good psychometric instrument. 

Developing a good instrument is not easy, and adequate steps need to be put in 

place;   

▪ may develop an instrument or measures that do not take advantage of the 

richness of the qualitative findings into account. This occurs when the qualitative  

data lacks rigor or occurs simply at the theme level without further data analysis, 

steps associated with using one of the qualitative design types, such as 

ethnography, grounded theory, or case study procedures (Creswell, 2014:409).  

  

In the case of this study on the teaching of at-risk learners, the researcher ensures the 

development of thorough interviewing and observation measures relating to the duration 

of the semi-structured individual interview, which lasted at least one hour to allow for an 

in-depth engagement with the participants.  The researcher further enriched the data 

collection by conducting meticulous observation of actions in the participants’ natural 

environment, i.e. the classrooms. Furthermore, the researcher ensured that the 

instruments (interview schedule and observation checklist) took full advantage of the 

richness of information and contributions from participants, culminating in qualitative 

findings.  

  

3.3.3   Phenomenological study  

  

Phenomenological study relates to philosophy and psychology in which the researcher 

describes the lived experiences of individuals about a phenomenon as described by 

participants. This description culminates in the essence of the experiences for several 

individuals who have all experienced the phenomenon. This design has strong 

philosophical underpinnings and typically involves conducting interviews (Giorgi, 2009; 

Moustakas, 1994).  

  

Using phenomenology, the researcher was able to understand the term ‘at-risk’ and the 

challenges that accompany this phenomenon, and how different role players in their own 
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way influence the engagement and the successful learning experiences of at-risk learners. 

Through phenomenology, the researcher developed a real life understanding of the 

studied phenomenon by relying on the first person account (Gentles, Charles, Ploeg & 

McKibbon, 2015:1773), as this first person account pertained to the challenges that at-risk 

learners’ teachers are facing in the delivery of successful learning experiences.  

  

There are several different data collection methods available to ensure first person 

accounts, such as individual interviews (structured or semi-structured), focus group 

interviews, and observation (Tai & Ajjawi, 2016:177). Individual interviews and observation 

were used to collect data for this study on at-risk secondary school learners. The 

motivation for the use of these methods is discussed in paragraph 3.5.  

  

Semi-structured individual interviews were ideal for collecting data on the different 

individual experiences and perspectives of the at-risk learners’ teachers. The nature of 

individual interviews allows sensitive topics to be investigated and discussed in depth (Tai 

& Ajjawi, 2016:177), which, with this study, provided for rich data and contributed to the 

understanding of the experiences of participants on the successful teaching of at-risk 

learners. Direct observation of participants is one of the effective ways to collect rich data 

that can augment, and ground existing data derived from semi-structured interviews. 

Direct observation was used as a data collecting tool in this study to understand the 

complex interactions of participants in their natural setting, which in the case of this study 

was their classrooms. The use of direct observation as a data collection tool assisted in 

determining whether what was said in the semi-structured interviews matched the lived 

experiences of the participants in their natural settings (classrooms). Teachers were 

observed in their classrooms by means of a systematic checklist approach, which entailed 

data collection with a checklist and observation schedule. The findings revealed the 

challenges faced and suitable measures or solutions from the perspective of the teachers.  

  

In line with Dyer (1995:181-184) on the key principles of structured observation, the 

research site provided the opportunity for applicable behaviour to occur, procedures to be 
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clear and unambiguous and a manageable number of variables to be present. Hence, in 

this study, the observation technique contributed to an in-depth understanding of 

challenges faced by teachers teaching at-risk learners and provided solutions to ensure 

successful learning experiences at the school.  

  

3.4   SELECTION OF SITE AND PARTICIPANTS  

  

Apart from the school being selected with reference to the uniqueness of their services to 

at-risk learners, it was also selected as the research site because it was accessible to the 

researcher. Teachers teaching at-risk learners acted as primary participants in this study 

and were, therefore, considered information-rich participants.  

  

3.4.1   Site selection and sampling  

  

As mentioned in paragraph 1.6.3, the research population consisted of a school serving 

vulnerable at-risk learners in the metro-central district of Cape Town. This school was 

selected as research sample. The school information was derived from the list of special 

needs schools published by the Western Cape Department of Education. The selected 

school engages learners at risk through second chance education. Second chance 

education is a strategic objective of the school to provide specialised education to at-risk, 

vulnerable and age-inappropriate learners through inspiration, best-practice curriculum 

delivery and a holistic approach to intervention in education.   

  

Sampling refers to the subsets of people usually used to conduct studies. These samples 

in research are used to represent the population from which they were drawn (Martínez-

Mesa, González-Chica, Duquia, Bonamigo & Bastos, 2016). In the context of this study, 

the research site is a second chance-at-education school in the Metro Central district of 

Cape Town in the Western Cape. Selection of the site was based on the premise of being 

the only school in the Western Cape that admits learners up to the age of 21 years. From 



THE CHALLENGES OF TEACHING AT-RISK LEARNERS AT A SECONDARY 

SCHOOL IN CAPE TOWN  

 
 

62  

  

this research site, information-rich participants were selected by means of purposive 

sampling.  

  

Patton (2015:264) provides the following description of purposeful sampling: The logic and 

power of purposeful sampling lie in selecting information-rich cases for in-depth study. 

Information-rich cases are those from which one can learn a great deal about issues of 

central importance to the purpose of the inquiry; studying information-rich cases yields 

insights and in-depth understanding.  

  

The purposive sampling method is used in qualitative research because the researcher 

believes they reflect the views of others in that social setting; the participants are selected 

for their unique ability to explain, understand and provide information-rich data about the 

research focus (Kervin, Vialle, Herrington & Okely, 2006:93).  

The participants for this study were the teachers of at-risk learners at the selected school; 

these teachers were interviewed to explain their experiences of teaching at-risk learners 

and approaches that have worked in engaging these learners in successful learning.  

  

In line with purposive sampling, this study employed criterion sampling in that participants 

met predefined criteria. The most prominent criterion was the participant’s experience with 

the phenomenon under study. Researchers normally look for participants who have 

shared an experience but vary in characteristics and in their individual experiences (Moser 

& Korstjens, 2018).  

  

3.4.2   Sample size  

  

Researchers consider the scope of the study, the nature of the research questions, the 

research design and methodology, and the sufficiency in answering the research 

questions to determine the size of the research sample (Tajj & Ajjawi, 2016:178). With 

reference to selecting participants who share experiences, but who vary in characteristics 

and in their perceptions of their individual experiences (Moser and Korstjens, 2018), the 
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researcher selected ten qualified and two qualifying teachers and four additional qualified 

teachers who had resigned in the last three years, namely in the period 2015 to 2017, to 

act as participants for this study. Only teachers with a minimum of two years’ working 

experience with learners at risk acted as participants for this study. A minimum of two 

years’ teaching experience of at-risk learners was deemed adequate for experiencing the 

challenges of teaching at-risk learners convincingly.  

  

The usually small sample size in qualitative research depends on the information richness 

of the data, the variety of participants (or other units), the broadness of the research 

question and the phenomenon of study, the data collection method (e.g., individual or 

group interviews) and the type of sampling strategy (Moser and Korstjens, 2018). In line 

with the suggestions by Moser and Korstjens (2018) and Patton (2015), using small 

numbers of participants prevented the researcher from generalising, but allowed the 

researcher the opportunity to explore the yielded insights and provided in-depth 

understanding of the phenomenon of study, namely teaching at-risk learners. The sample 

size for this study was ideal and provided enough opportunity to collect information-rich 

data and to understand shared themes and topics. Teachers of at-risk learners at the 

research site represented a total of 16 participants sharing their perceptions and 

experiences relating to challenges and solutions to teaching at-risk learners (par 4.3).  

  

3.5   DATA COLLECTION  

  

As a case study, the study was conducted at a second chance secondary school for at-

risk learners in the Metro Cape region of Cape Town, Western Cape. This special need 

school was selected based on its uniqueness as the only school that accepts learners up 

to the age of 21 years (par 3.4.2). Semi-structured individual interviews as one of the most 

dominant and widely used methods of data collection within the social sciences (Bradford 

and Cullen, 2012) were conducted with teachers. The aim of the individual interviews was 

to understand the lived experiences of teachers teaching at-risk learners, and how these 

teachers manage to constructively engage at-risk learners in successful learning. Note 
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taking during the interviews was kept to a minimum to avoid distracting the interviewees 

(Rosenthal, 2016:512).  

  

Direct observations were conducted over two days in the participants’ natural setting 

namely, their classrooms (par 3.4.2, par 4.2). The observations provided information on 

the complex interactions between the participants and their learners (at-risk learners). The 

two days observation also assisted in providing clarity whether what was said in the semi 

structured interview matched the experiences of the participants in their natural setting. 

Both data collection tools provided meanings to the underlying factors that create 

challenges in teaching at-risk learners and possible solutions to counter these challenges.   

  

An interview guide was referred to during the individual interviews to ensure that all the 

relevant aspects pertaining to the topic of study were addressed. The interview guide 

comprised of essential themes regarding challenges of teaching at-risk learners and 

participant inputs on solutions to counter these challenges (Appendix F). Additional data 

were collected by observing participants in their natural setting by means of a systematic 

checklist approach. This entailed systemic data collection with a checklist and observation 

schedule. This checklist presented a list of behavioural themes and actions observed 

(Appendix G). About the observation of participants in their classrooms, the researcher 

maintained a passive, non-intrusive role by merely noting down the incidence of the factors 

under study. With reference to the context of the study, direct observation was used to 

capture what was going on, what people were doing, and non-verbal interactions given 

while carrying out their actions (Tai and Ajjawi, 2016:178).  

  

Since qualitative research approaches are pragmatically focused on collectability and 

sufficiency, it is imperative to channel data collection techniques towards the collection of 

rich data, so that research questions can be answered sufficiently in order to fulfil the aim 

of the study (Tai & Ajjawi, 2016:178). Hence, individual interviews and direct observations 

were used for data collection in order to find answers to the postulated research questions 

for this study on challenges and solutions in teaching at-risk secondary school learners.  
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3.5.1   Individual interviews  

  

Individual interviews were used to collect data from the participants at the research site. 

Interviewing involves conducting intensive discussions by means of questions and 

prompts to explore participant perspectives on a particular idea, programme or situation 

(Boyce & Neale, 2006). Key informant interviews involve interviewing people who have 

particularly informed perspectives on an aspect of the phenomenon being evaluated (Pact 

Inc, 2014). In this study, teachers acted as key informants and were questioned on the 

challenges faced daily in educating at-risk learners. Their responses allowed the 

researcher to understand the contextual factors that guided the decisive actions relating 

to the education of at-risk learners.  

  

The individual interview was designed to suit the interviewee and enable the researcher 

to deduce a full understanding of the teachers’ experiences with regard to teaching and 

learning as the giver of knowledge at the school. As explained by Flick (2009), the semi 

structured nature of the interviews provided the researcher with valuable data and allowed 

the researcher to explore subjective viewpoints and to gather in-depth accounts of 

participants’ experiences. Semi-structured interviews rely on a pre-conceived interview 

guide, which means that standard questions were asked in each separate interview, 

allowing comparison and maintaining data quality. However, semi-structured interviews 

allow the interviewer to ask additional questions if an interesting or new line of enquiry 

develops in the interview; this flexibility of semi-structured interviews is important for 

investigations of complex issues, which analyse complex processes that cannot 

necessarily be foreseen (Rose, Brotherton, Owens, & Pryke, 2016; Young et al., 2014).   

  

According to Fauvelle (2019), open-ended questioning allows participants to express 

themselves freely on a given subject. Because semi-structured interviewing relies on the 

posing of open-ended questions, the use of these questions with further prompting for 

deeper insight engenders improved understanding based on developing refined ideas 
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throughout the interview. As pointed out by Choak (2012), the use of open-ended 

questions enabled the researcher to address a defined topic whilst allowing participants 

to answer in their own terms and to discuss issues and topics pertinent to them. This 

approach ensured that complete and consistent information was received across different 

interviews, which, as pointed out by Choak (2012), kept each interview interactive and 

engaging and discussions relevant to the context and the topic of the study.   

  

The following guidelines assisted the researcher in the compilation of the open-ended 

questions as themes included in the interview guide to be referred to with the individual 

interviews in order to ensure that the data collected were reliable and that valid and 

complete information was collected (Porst, 2011):  

  

▪ The questions were neutral and open-ended. The open-ended questions 

allowed the participants to respond with more than one answer.  

▪ The open-ended questions allowed the researcher to explore subjective 

viewpoints.  

▪ The questions were singular and enabled the researcher to address a defined 

topic whilst allowing participants to answer on their own terms.  

▪ The questions were unambiguous. Participants were allowed a flowing 

conversation with the open-ended questions allowing for spontaneous and  

independent thoughts.    

  

Semi-structured individual interviewing is time-consuming, labour intensive, and requires 

sophisticated interviewing skills. Interviewers need to be smart, sensitive, poised, and 

nimble, as well as knowledgeable about the relevant substantive issues (Adams, 

2015:492). Hence, the teachers were motivated to keep their answers clear and specific, 

and objective to ensure the anonymity of the learners. In order for the researcher to 

increase clarity on data collected, he probed participants to add more detail to answers or 

to clarify abstract statements whilst maintaining the anonymity of the at-risk learners. The 
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researcher stimulated the interview through follow up questions and probes. The 

responses of participants were audio recorded and transcribed.  

  

To ensure that participants were prepared for the interviews, the interview questions were 

sent to all participants in advance. This approach provided the interviewees with 

opportunities to process and digest their answers and contributions to the study. Ethical 

considerations were applied as all interviewees were informed of the purpose of the study, 

the underlying and expected risks, and the fact that participation was voluntary. The 

researcher further ensured that the interviewees were aware of how confidentiality would 

be protected (par 3.8.2).  

  

3.5.2   Direct observation  

  

Two days were spent observing participants in their natural setting, which, in the case of 

this study, the participants were observed on their functioning in the classrooms. The 

participants were approached for classroom observation in order for the researcher to 

collect additional rich data to augment and ground existing data collected through the 

semi-structured interviewing.  

  

Direct observation, also known as observational study, is a method of collecting evaluative 

information in which the evaluator watches the subject in his or her usual environment 

without altering that environment. As direct observation looks at natural occurrences and 

provides qualitative data (Holmes, 2013), the direct observation provided a platform for 

the participants to highlight their challenges and to demonstrate counter measures and 

solutions used in engaging at-risk learners.  

  

Observation methods are useful to researchers in a variety of ways. They provide 

researchers with ways to check for nonverbal expression of feelings, determine who 

interacts with whom, grasp how participants communicate with each other, and check how 

much time is spent on various activities (Schmuck, 1997). Participant observation allows 
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researchers to check definitions of terms that participants use in interviews, observe 

events that informants may be unable or unwilling to share when doing so would be 

impolitic, impolite, or insensitive, and observe situations informants have described in 

interviews, thereby making them aware of distortions or inaccuracies in descriptions 

provided by those informants (Marshall & Rossman, 1995). For this reason, the researcher 

ensured that all teachers were willing participants and knew ahead of time who the other 

participants were.  

  

Dewalt and Dewalt (2002:92) believe that the goal with participant observation as research 

method is to develop a holistic understanding of the phenomenon of study in order to 

ensure an objective and accurate perceiving of actions. They suggest that participant 

observation be used as a way to increase the validity of the study, as observations may 

help the researcher to have a better understanding of the context and phenomenon under 

study. In the context of this study, all teachers are challenged in the course of teaching at-

risk learners, which makes these teachers suitable participants for the observation.  

  

DeWalt and DeWalt (2002:68) list five reasons for including participant observation in 

phenomenological studies, all of which increase the study's validity. These reasons are:  

  

▪ It makes it possible to collect different types of data. Being on site over a period 

of time familiarises the researcher with the community, thereby facilitating 

involvement in sensitive activities to which he/she generally would not be invited.  

▪ It reduces the incidence of "reactivity" or people acting in a certain way when 

they are aware of being observed.  

▪ It helps the researcher to develop questions that make sense in the native 

language or are culturally relevant.  

▪ It gives the researcher a better understanding of what is happening in real-time 

and lends credence to one's interpretations of the observation. Participant 

observation also enables the researcher to collect qualitative data through 

interviews.  
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▪ It is sometimes the only way to collect the right data for one's study.  

  

Demunck and Sobo (1998:43), and Johnson, Douglas, Bigby and Iacono (2011:267) 

provide several advantages of using participant observation over other methods of data 

collection. These include that:  

  

▪ It affords access to the "backstage scenario".  

▪ It allows for richly detailed description, which they interpret to mean that one's 

goal of describing, “behaviors, intentions, situations, and events as understood 

by one's informants” is highlighted.   

▪ It provides opportunities for viewing or participating in unscheduled events.  

  

Demunck and Sobo (1998:43) and Johnson et al. (2011:267) also share several 

disadvantages of using observation as a method of data collection, including that:  

  

▪ Sometimes the researcher may not be interested in what happens out of the 

public eye and that one must rely on the use of key informants.   

▪ Problems related to representation of events and the subsequent interpretations 

may occur when researchers select key informants who are like them or when 

the informants are community leaders or marginal participants (Demunck & 

Sobo, 1998). To alleviate this potential bias problem, DeWalt and DeWalt 

(2002:68) suggest pretesting informants or selecting participants who are 

culturally competent in the topic being studied.  

  

Although these advantages and disadvantages of observation pertain to ethnological 

studies and the collecting of data among indigenous people, they are relevant to the 

observation of classrooms where at-risk learners are taught because they allow the 

researcher to experience the back-stage scenario, which is evident in the case of at-risk 

learners. The researcher was privileged to observe and experience unscheduled events, 

which teachers teaching at-risk learners experience daily.  
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The positive characteristics of individual interviewing supplemented by classroom 

observation confirmed these data collection methods’ relevancy to this study on 

challenges and solutions to teaching at-risk secondary school learners.  

  

3.6   DATA ANALYSIS  

  

A framework representing a system-based analysis was carried out with the raw data. The 

systematic search for patterns from interviewees to generate full descriptions of 

challenges faced by teachers teaching at-risk learners were conducted on the raw data 

and from these, patterns were identified and categorised as different segments. These 

segments, in turn, allowed the researcher to organise and systemically refine the relatively 

unstructured data (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen & Razavieh, 2010:500).  

  

As explained by Creswell (2007), qualitative data analysis involves processes of 

familiarisation, categorisation and synthesis based on predetermined considerations. In 

further articulation, Creswell (2007) explains that data analysis is a spiralling action fitting 

into the approach of qualitative inquiry whereby data is collected and then organised and 

managed carefully. This notion enabled the researcher to move beyond mere describing 

what transpired in the study to developing a conceptual understanding of the data 

collected (Tai & Ajjawi, 2016:179). As explained by Carey et al. (2015:12), a system-based 

approach has the potential to cast a holistic analytic lens to developing interventions, 

because it is based on the interrelationship of clusters within a dynamic system. As laid 

down by Srivastava and Thomson (2009:75-76), the data analysis process for this study 

included that the researcher carried out the following analytical processes on the raw data:  

  

▪ Familiarisation which refers to the process during which the researcher becomes 

familiarised with the transcripts of the data collected (i.e. interview transcripts or 

observation or field notes) and gains an overview of the collected data (Ritchie 

& Spencer, 1994). With this process, the researcher immersed himself into the 
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data by listening to audiotapes and studying the transcripts. Throughout this 

process,  

the researcher became aware of key ideas and recurrent themes and took note 

of them.  

▪ Identifying a thematic framework is a stage that occurs after familiarisation when 

the researcher recognises emerging themes or issues in the data set. At this 

stage, the researcher allowed the data to dictate the themes and issues. To 

achieve this end, the researcher used the notes taken during the familiarisation 

stage. The key issues, concepts and themes that were expressed by the 

participants now formed the basis of a thematic framework that was used to filter 

and classify the data (Ritchie & Spencer, 1994). At this stage of the data analysis, 

the researcher maintained an open mind and refrained from forcing the data to 

fit anticipated priori issues.  

▪ Indexing as the identification of sections of data that correspond to a theme was 

applied to all the textual data that had been gathered (i.e. transcripts of 

interviews and observation schedule notes).  

▪ Charting as the stage where the specific pieces of data that were indexed in the 

previous stage were now arranged in charts of the themes implies that the data 

is lifted from its original textual context and placed in charts that consist of the 

headings and sub-headings that were drawn during the thematic framework 

(Ritchie & Spencer, 1994). At this stage, the researcher ensured that although 

the pieces of data were lifted from their context, the data were still clearly 

identified as to what case they came from.  

▪ Mapping and interpretation as the final stage which involves the analysis of the 

key characteristics as laid out in the charts provides a schematic diagram of the 

event/phenomenon thus guiding the researcher in his interpretation of the data 

set. It is at this point that the researcher was cognisant of the objectives of 

qualitative analysis, which include defining high frequency concepts, mapping 

the range and nature of the phenomenon of study, creating topologies, finding 

associations, providing explanations, and developing strategies (Ritchie & 
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Spencer, 1994:186). This final stage informed the significance of the study, 

where any strategy or recommendations made by the researcher echoed the 

true attitudes, beliefs, and values of the participants.  

  

With reference to McMillan and Schumacher (2010:367-380) on audio recordings as a 

primary aid for data collection, the researcher used field notes to supplement audio 

recordings. The audio data collected during the semi-structured individual interviews were 

transcribed for visual review. As emphasised by McMillan and Schumacher (2010:367-

380), the researcher continually returned to the data to validate each newly identified 

theme.  

  

3.7   TRUSTWORTHINESS  

  

The intention with qualitative research is to generate knowledge grounded in human 

experience (Sandelowski, 2004) which demands conduct of a rigorous and methodical 

manner to yield meaningful and useful results (Attride-Stirling, 2001). This implies that 

strategies for solutions in teaching at-risk secondary school learners are relevant to 

secondary schools that are faced with similar challenges on educating at-risk learners in 

the current education space in South Africa.  

  

Quality criteria used in quantitative research, e.g. internal validity, generalisability, 

reliability and objectivity are not suitable to judge the quality of qualitative research. 

Qualitative researchers speak of trustworthiness, which simply poses the question ‘Can 

the findings be trusted?’ (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). In the quest to answer this question, 

the researcher ensured that the criteria to ensure the trustworthiness of the collected data 

were met. Hence, criteria such as credibility, transferability, dependability and 

confirmability are discussed next.  

  

3.7.1   Credibility  
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The researcher ensured credibility of the study by using the following strategies as laid 

down by Korstjens and Moser (2018:122):  

  

▪ Prolonged engagement. Participants were encouraged to support their 

statements with examples, and the interviewer asked follow-up questions. The 

researcher studied the data in their raw interview material until a theme emerged 

to provide a scope of the phenomenon under study.  

▪ Triangulation strengthened the credibility of the study. The researcher made use 

of two different data collection techniques, namely individual interviews and 

direct observation. Themes identified with individual interviews were compared 

to the themes from the direct observations.  

▪ Persistent observation. Developing the codes, the concepts and the core 

category helped to examine the characteristics of the data. The researcher 

constantly read and reread the data, analysed them, themed them and revised 

the concepts accordingly. The researcher recoded and relabelled codes, 

concepts and the core category. He studied the data until the final themes 

provided the intended depth of insight.  

▪ Member check. All transcripts of the interviews and schedules from the 

observations were sent to the participants for feedback. In addition, halfway 

through the study period, a meeting was held with those who had participated in 

the interviews and observations, enabling them to correct the interpretations and 

challenge what they perceived to be ‘wrong’ interpretations. Finally, the findings 

were presented to the participants in another meeting to confirm the emerged 

themes.  

  

3.7.2   Transferability  

  

The researcher ensured transferability of the study by using the following strategies as 

laid down by Korstjens and Moser (2018:122):  
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▪ Ten qualified and two qualifying teachers at a school serving at-risk secondary 

school learners and four additional qualified teachers, who had resigned in the 

last three years, were included in the sample size. Interviewing this number of 

teachers enhanced the transferability of research findings.  

▪ All participants fulfilled the role of teachers at the research site. As teachers, 

participants were able to contribute purposefully to challenges pertaining to 

teaching at-risk learners.  

▪ Individual interviews with the teachers lasted between 30 minutes and one hour. 

The observation of participants in their classroom settings lasted between 45  

minutes and one hour, depending on the duration of the lesson. The duration of 

the interviews and the observations provided for sufficient time to collect data 

and allowed the researcher to develop a thorough understanding of the 

experiences from the perspectives of the participants.  

  

3.7.3   Dependability and confirmability  

  

The researcher ensured dependability and confirmability of the study by using the 

following strategies as laid down by Korstjens and Moser (2018:122):  

  

▪ A complete set of notes on decisions made during the research process, 

research team meetings, reflective thoughts, research sampling, research 

materials adopted, emergence of the findings and information about the data 

management is explained in paragraph 1.6 and Chapter 3. This allows the study 

to be repeated in future, which enhances the dependability of the findings.   

▪ The data collection techniques used (individual interviews and observation) 

created avenues for interference in the techniques. Both techniques revealed 

similar data about the study, and as such gave positive indications of the 

dependability of the study.   

▪ Markers such as the reasons for theoretical, methodological, and analytical 

choices throughout the entire study were explained in paragraph 1.6 and 
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Chapter 3, so that others can understand how and why decisions were made. 

This enables the reader to determine the relevance of the research findings.  

  

3.8   ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS  

  

The researcher approached the Western Cape Education Department (WCED), 

requesting permission to conduct an investigation at a special needs independent school 

serving at-risk learners in the Metro Central district of Cape Town (Appendix B). The 

school was selected from a list of independent schools registered with WCED. The head 

of department (HOD) granted permission provided that the researcher adhered to the 

following prerequisites:  

  

▪ The collection of data should not interfere with the normal tuition time or teaching 

process;  

▪ The researcher may be approached on completion of the research study to make 

a presentation to the relevant stakeholders in the Department; and   

▪ The research documents should be submitted either electronically to a specified 

e-mail address or via post to a specified postal address, and the documents 

would be stored in the WCED database to keep track of all studies that have 

been conducted on education in the WCED.  

  

The school principal of the selected school was also approached requesting permission 

to conduct a research study at the specific research site (Appendix C). A letter explaining 

the research intent (Appendix D) was sent to all participants via the principal. With each 

document, information was included pertaining to explaining the purpose of the study, the 

ethical principles to be considered, the explanation of the data collection instruments and 

participant selection. Further communication entailed the questions and topics to be 

discussed during the interviews and school-specific logistical arrangements for the 

interviews. Participants received a consent form in advance to sign and submit to the 

researcher before the interviews commenced (Appendix D).  
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With permission from the Western Cape Education Department (WCED) and the 

Thembalitsha Foundation (umbrella organisation governing the school) to carry out the 

research, and ethics clearance from the University of South Africa, the school selected as 

the research site was contacted via telephone, e-mail and letter requesting their 

participation in the research study. The school principal was approached to grant the 

teachers the opportunity to participate in the interviews and the observations. Letters of 

consent were also distributed through the school principal to the parents and guardians of 

the learner body for permission to carry out observation actions at the research site. The 

teachers at the research site were interviewed on their challenges of teaching at-risk 

learners as well as the possible solutions in ensuring successful learning experiences.  

  

Ethical principles, such as anonymity, confidentiality, informed consent and voluntary 

participation, were adhered to during the course of the study. These principles are 

discussed next:   

  

3.8.1   Anonymity  

  

Any individual participating in the research study has a reasonable expectation that privacy 

will be guaranteed. Consequently, no identifying information about the individual should 

be revealed in written or other communication (Lichtman, 2010:54). Participants were 

informed that their identities would not be shared in any form of dissemination of research 

findings. The selected school was referred to as School A, and the teachers as TA, TB, 

TC, TD and so on (par 4.3).  

  

3.8.2   Confidentiality  

  

Any individual participating in a research study has a reasonable expectation that 

information provided to the researcher will be treated in a confidential manner. 

Consequently, the participant is entitled to expect that such information will not be given 
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to anyone else (Lichtman, 2010:55). The guarantee of privacy gave the interviewees a 

sense of safety and allowed them to share in-depth ideas and opinions freely. Participants 

were guaranteed unconditional anonymity with the dissemination of results.  

  

3.8.3   Informed consent  

  

Individuals participating in a research study have a reasonable expectation that they will 

be informed of the nature of the study and may choose whether to participate. They also 

have a reasonable expectation that they will not be coerced into participation (Lichtman, 

2010:56). Participants were informed of the following, as specified by Lichtman 

(2010:5456):  

  

▪ The purpose of the study;  

▪ What was expected of the participants, such as the duration of the interview;  

▪ The expected risks and benefits from the study;  

▪ The fact that participation was voluntary, and participants were allowed to 

withdraw with no negative repercussions; and   

▪ The means of protecting participant confidentiality.  

  

3.8.4   Voluntary participation  

  

As emphasised by Denzin and Lincoln (2000), all participants were allowed equal 

opportunities to participate in the investigation. Participants were assured of their right to 

withdraw from the study should they no longer want to partake in it. Withdrawal can be at 

any point in time without any required explanation or justification for their decisions and 

actions.   

  

Tai and Ajjawi (2016:180) accent that ethical issues are likely to arise in qualitative 

research because of the interactions between researcher and participants, the 

environments in which the research is conducted, and the potential for unexpected 
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findings. Hence, the researcher was transparent by providing participants with relevant 

information on the nature and purpose of the study, and the topics to be discussed during 

the interviewing.  

  

3.9   SUMMARY  

  

The aim of the empirical investigation was to collect data in order to understand the 

phenomenon of at-risk secondary school learners, and the challenges faced by teachers 

in engaging at-risk learners in successful learning experiences with solutions to counter 

these acclaimed challenges. For the collection of data, a qualitative research design was 

employed based on a constructivist research paradigm. A special needs independent 

school serving at-risk learners was purposefully selected based on the at-risk status of 

learners attending the school. The teachers from this selected school participated in 

individual semi-structured interviews and observations. To ensure the trustworthiness of 

the research findings, the research process adhered to credibility, transferability, 

dependability and confirmability criteria. Ethical principles that were considered for sound 

research practice pertained to anonymity, confidentiality, informed consent and voluntary 

participation.  

CHAPTER FOUR RESEARCH FINDINGS  

  

4.1   INTRODUCTION  

  

The primary aim of this study on the challenges of teaching secondary school at-risk 

learners was to find out what the challenges are when teaching at-risk learners in a 

secondary school in Cape Town (par 1.5). The aim of the study transpired into three 

research objectives, namely, to explore how teacher training in South Africa equips 

teachers in educating at-risk learners successfully, to identify teachers’ challenges and 

experiences, and to establish the influence which successful teaching has on the life 

experiences and propositions of at-risk learners in South Africa. The three research sub 

questions that were aligned to these three objectives led the researcher to investigate the 
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research problem and answer the main research question pertaining to how South African 

teachers can be equipped to engage at-risk learners in successful learning experiences 

(par 1.4 & par 3.1). It is important to understand the numerous challenges of educating at-

risk learners as faced by teachers and make recommendations on effective management 

strategies and solutions to address the issues of teaching learners at risk in order to 

counter at-risk learners’ tendencies of dropping out before having completed their school 

education satisfactorily (par 2.5).  

  

Chapter 4 reports on the data collected from sixteen teachers of the sampled school.  Of 

the selected participants, ten were qualified and two qualifying teachers and four additional 

qualified teachers who had resigned in the three-year period of 2015 to 2017 (par 1.6.3). 

The analysis of the collected data resulted in the emergence of categories to represent 

answers on how teachers can be equipped to provide at-risk learners with successful 

learning experiences.  

  

4.2   RESEARCH METHODS  

  

Semi-structured individual interviews were conducted with the twelve members of staff 

teaching at the research site and with four ex-teachers at suitable meeting venues across 

the Cape Town metro. The aim with the individual interviews was to gain a better 

understanding of the lived experiences of teachers teaching at-risk learners, and how 

these teachers manage to constructively engage them in successful learning. Direct 

observation was conducted over two days in the participants’ natural setting, namely, their 

classrooms. The sample size for the direct observation was a ratio of one teacher to 30 

learners (1:30). The observation provided information on the complex interactions 

between the participants and their learners (at-risk learners). During the observation, the 

researcher was able to obtain clarity whether what was said in the semi-structured 

individual interviews matches the experiences of the participants in their natural setting. 

Furthermore, both data collection tools provided meanings to the underlying factors that 

create challenges in teaching at-risk learners.  
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4.3   RESEARCH SITE AND PARTICIPANT PROFILES  

  

The background information on the research site is presented in Table 4.1  
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School A  147, 150 

and 151  
18(100%)  20(83%)  22(79%)  10  Townships, Poor 

communities 

across the Cape  

Flats, Financially 

Challenged 

backgrounds, 

Gang Infested 

communities and 

Familial 

breakdown.  

Social Worker 

support, Nutrition  

Programme and  

Sports  

Extra Saturday 

classes for 

Grade 12s,  

Winter and  

Spring School  

76  
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It is clear from Table 4.1 that the school had an average of 149 learners for the three-year 

period 2017 to 2019 of whom 20 were Grade 12 learners. The sampled school had a 

Grade 12 average pass rate of 87% over the past three academic years, namely, 2017-

2019. The achieved Grade 12 pass rate at the sampled school represents the Grade 12 

pass rate for most mainstream schools in the Western Cape over that period. The 

socioeconomic conditions in the sampled school pertained to illiteracy, poverty, familial 

breakdown, financial challenges, and gangsterism. The sampled school provided 

education to at-risk learners using a holistic approach; the school employed the service of 

a full-time social worker to provide social work-related support to at-risk learners. The 

sampled site also provided food interventions like nutritious breakfasts and daily lunches 

to learners and opportunities for sports such as that the male learners enrolled in the 

soccer team and played in a soccer league. However, extracurricular participation options 

for female learners were limited to joining the school choir and participating in drama 

production teams.  

Academic intervention opportunities focused mainly on learners’ academic attainments. In 

addition to the background information on the research site, the background information 

about the research participants in this study on at-risk learners appears in Table 4.2.  

  

Table 4.2: Biographical data on participants  

  

Research  

Participant  

No  

Participants  Age  Gender  Years of 

experience 

in teaching  

Tertiary Qualifications  

1  TA  52  Male  30  Four-year Bachelor's degree 

one-year post-professional 

teachers' certificate (with 

specialization)  

2  TB  63  Female  28   Honours degree (including   

an old one-year BEd/BEd 

honours)  

Master's degree in 

education  
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3  TC  59  Male  10  Higher diploma in education  

(post-graduate)  

/post-graduate certificate in 

education  

4  

  

  

TD  40  Male  17  Four-year Bachelor's degree  

ABET practitioner diploma  

5  TE  69  Male   44   Honours degree (including   
an old one-year BEd/BEd 

honours)  

Master's degree in 

education  

Doctor’s degree  

6  TF  26  Female  2  One-year Post-

professional teachers' 

certificate (with 

specialisation) t3 diploma  

7  TG  26  Female  2  Four-year professional 

teaching degree  

8  TH  45  Female  19  Higher diploma in education  

9  TI  26  Female  4  Qualifying for a Bachelor of  

Education   

10  TJ  37  Male  1  Qualifying for a Post  

Graduate Certificate in  

Education,  

Master’s degree  

 additional participants – formal teachers   

 

11  FTI  53  Female  28  Higher Diploma in Education  

(Post-Graduate)  

/Post-Graduate Certificate in  

Education  

12  FTJ  33  Male  6  One-year Post-Professional 

Teachers' Certificate (with 

specialisation)  

13  FTK  32  Female  4  One-year post-professional 

teachers' certificate (with 

specialisation)  
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14  FTL  32  Male   7  Four-year professional 

teaching degree  

15  FTM  32  Female  7  One-year post-professional 

teachers' certificate (with 

specialisation) Master's 

degree in education  

16  FTN  38  Female  4  Four-year professional 

teaching degree  

  

As is evident from Table 4.2, two of the participants were newly qualified teachers 

appointed in teaching positions owning to the resignation of two teachers, who were also 

participants of this study on at-risk learners. Two of the participants were qualifying 

teachers who were studying towards the completion of their teaching qualifications. With 

210 years of collective experience in teaching amongst all participants, the data collected 

were valuable and information-rich.  

  

Individual interviewing and an hour of direct observation were carried out on ten 

participants in their natural settings whilst the other six participants were only engaged in 

semi structured individual interviewing to gauge their experience in teaching at-risk 

learners. It was clear from Table 4.2 that most participants were well qualified and 

thoroughly experienced in teaching, having obtained a baccalaureate degree with a 

related professional qualification and two participants having obtained an Honours degree. 

Three participants obtained a master’s degree in Education and one a doctoral degree. 

The gender spread of the participants was evenly distributed between seven male and 

nine female participants. The even distribution of participants based on gender and the 

convincing degree of qualified teaching experience allowed for the collection of information 

rich data in a gender unbiased manner.  

  

When collecting data to answer the research questions, there are procedures and steps 

to follow to ensure trustworthiness and credibility. These procedures and steps are 

discussed next.  
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4.4   THE DATA COLLECTION PREPARATION PROCESSES  

  

The data collection preparation processes pertained to building trust and gaining access 

in order to reach common ground on the sharing of meaningful information. This was a 

crucial stage of the research study as the researcher ensured all procedures and steps 

were carefully taken to derive meaningful information from the research site.  

  

4.4.1   Building trust and gaining access at the research site  

  

The researcher took cognisance of how the success of the study relied on building trust 

with the participants of the study. Palmer (2015: 2) emphasises that it is an ethical and 

legal necessity for the researcher to involve human participants through informing them 

about every aspect that the study entails. Owning to this notion, the determining factor 

whether the researcher could proceed with the research was gaining access to the 

participants and the research site. The researcher set up a meeting with the school 

principal and in the meeting the researcher explained what the study was about, the 

purpose of the study, and the purpose of the meeting, and thereafter negotiated a 

convenient time and date for an introduction to the participants (par 3.4.1). In addition, and 

as indicated by Palmer (2015:2), gaining access requires levels of approval from officials 

and participants such as the Head of Department of the Provincial Department of 

Education, Circuit Manager, school principals, teachers, SGB members, learners and 

parents. In the meeting with the school principal, all of these pre-approvals were tabled to 

gain the trust of the school principal as the executive manager of the research site.  

  

In the context of the meeting held with the school principal of the research site, the 

researcher used the face-to-face meeting to build an element of trust. At the same 

meeting, the researcher and the school principal set dates and times for the semi- 

structured individual interviews considering each individual teacher participant’s timetable. 

The researcher also took the chance to schedule an introductory meeting with the 

participants; this meeting enabled the researcher to provide details about what the study 

was about, the purpose of the study, and the purpose of the meeting.   
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All negotiated interview meetings and observations took place before the 30th of March 

2020 as per the Cape Provincial Education Department’s directive and the conditions of 

granting permission for the study. This approach provided the researcher easy access as 

his appointments with the participants did not disrupt teaching and learning as per the 

school timetable.   

  

4.4.2   The delivery of permission letters  

  

To collect data as part of the process of conducting research, researchers need to gain 

permission to enter the research site and to involve people in the research area (Palmer, 

2015:2). The researcher delivered all the necessary documents to the research site. The 

delivery included the permission letters from the Western Cape Education Department to 

conduct the study in the Cape Metro Central district, the ethics clearance certificate from 

the University of South Africa (UNISA), and the consent forms for each targeted participant 

(par 3.8). The researcher also provided the school principal of the research site with the 

permission letter to bolster his understanding of the structure of the study.   

  

A week leading to the commencement of the data collection, the researcher phoned the 

school principal of the research site, reminding him of the appointment dates for interviews 

and direct observations. The principal was supportive to the extent that he complimented 

as follows:   

  

“We discussed and planned for your visits in our last staff meeting and 

every teacher seems enthusiastic about your study; the teachers 

indicated that they have briefed the learners about your study and 

have encouraged them to act as normal, and to not be bothered about 

the data collector’s presence in class during the direct observations”.  

  

These affirmations set the researcher at ease and made him feel confident to conduct the 

interviews and the direct observations. The principal, on behalf of the researcher, issued 
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consent letters for the research to the teachers and assent letters to the learners, 

confirming an adherence to ethical requirements (par 3.8.3 & 3.8.4).   

  

4.5   DATA COLLECTED BY MEANS OF FACE-TO-FACE INTERVIEWS  

  

Participants were interviewed with reference to the same questions representing main 

themes for discussion and were encouraged to elaborate on significant knowledge and 

information in the course of the interview. Consequently, the interviews were highly 

individualised, allowing participants to demonstrate strong feelings throughout through 

expressions of anger, tears of joy, and participants talking for an extended time, 

sometimes up to ten minutes, with no intervention. The process allowed participants to 

articulate poignant memories from their lived experiences, which in some cases happened 

early in their teaching experience at the research site.  

4.5.1   Congruence of themes  

  

It was anticipated that specific themes around the challenges of teaching at-risk learners 

would emerge with new calibres of at-risk learners evolving in South Africa: dropouts, 

immigrant learners, exceptional learners, adjudicated and incarcerated youth. It was 

significant in the case of this study that the sampled school reflected highly congruent 

themes with previous research findings, and it was noted across various global education 

systems in which elements of at-risk learners are present that these congruent themes 

are similar. These themes relating to teacher training, challenges, successes and best 

practices with teaching at-risk learners are mentioned in the publication of McWhirter et 

al. (2017) titled At-risk Youth.  

  

With reference to McWhirter et al. (2017), the data analysis of this study is related to the 

following themes as presented in Table 4.3:  

  

Table 4.3: Emergent themes  

Themes  Sub-themes  
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Theme 1: The importance of 

teacher training in equipping 

teachers of at-risk learners -  

Lived experience  

Sub-theme 1: Oversight in teacher training  

Sub-theme: Broader implications of teacher training  

Sub-theme 3: Teachers' concerns   

Sub-theme 4: Poor professional development training 

opportunities  

Theme 2: Issues hindering the 

success of educating at-risk 

learners - Challenges  

Sub-theme 1: Presenting behavioural issues  

Sub-theme 2: Lack of being prepared with stationery and 

learning resources  

Sub-theme 3: Lack of parental support  

Sub-theme 4: Lack of social support  

Sub-theme 5: Misplaced value of second-chance education 

Sub-theme 6: Influence of at-risk learners' disposition on 

successful learning   

Sub-theme 7: Influence of teachers' disposition on 

successful learning  

Theme 3: The results of 

educating at-risk learners 

successfully - Influence  

Sub-theme 1: Mind-set Shift  

Sub-theme 2: Breaking the cycle of poverty  

Sub-theme 3: Game changer  

Theme 4: Best practices in the 

education of at-risk learners -  

Solutions  

Sub-theme 1: Solutions from practical experience in 

educating at-risk learners   

Sub-theme 2: Best practices in teaching at-risk learners  

  

Each of the themes appearing in Table 4.3 relates to the challenges of teachers teaching 

at-risk learners. These themes, including the importance of teacher training in equipping 

teachers of at-risk learners, issues hindering the success of educating at-risk learners, the 

results of educating at-risk learners successfully, and best practices in the education of 

at-risk learners, were consolidated by data obtained through individual interviews and 

direct observation. The themes evolved from recordings of the individual interviews with 

teachers and the direct observation of teacher participants in their natural settings, 

namely, their classrooms (par 3.5.1 & 3.5.2). Inverted commas indicate direct responses 

of participants quoted as primary sources of information to illustrate important findings (par 

3.6). The verbatim words of participants ensured that the experience the researcher had 

did not influence nor compromise the credibility of the findings (par 3.7.1).  
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Qualitative content analysis was used to analyse data collected from participants in their 

natural settings by means of a system-based framework including persistent observation 

and member checked interpretations (par 3.6 & 3.7.1). Data transferability was arranged 

through data collection procedures, findings, and system-based framework analysis 

discussions (par 3.7.2).     

  

In selecting the most suitable type of coding to analyse the data collected, the researcher 

considered the main and sub-related research questions. In this regard, Trede and Higgs 

(2009:18) emphasise that research questions embed the values, world view and direction 

of inquiry. These questions are also influential in determining what type of knowledge is 

going to be generated. With reference to Trede and Higgs (2009), the coding method used 

to analyse the data collected for this study is values coding based on the methodological 

needs of this study. Values coding is the application of codes onto qualitative data that 

reflect a participant’s values, attitudes, and beliefs, representing his or her perspectives 

and worldview (Saldana, 2013:110). Values coding is applicable to employing different 

data collecting techniques corroborating coding and enhancing the trustworthiness of 

findings  

(LeCompte and Preissle, 1993:264-265). Throughout the process of data analysis, the 

researcher transcribed, summarised and presented data from two different data collection 

techniques, namely, individual semi-structured interviews and direct observation, to 

ensure enhanced data credibility and trustworthiness (par 3.7.1).  

  

4.6  EMERGENT THEMES – why this heading if themes are already presented?   

  

The responses of participants in this study presented information-rich data on the 

challenges faced by teachers teaching at-risk learners and solutions to these problems. 

In discussing the research findings as interpreted data, these findings are based on the 

voices of participants in their natural setting. These research findings, representing the 

four themes of teacher training, challenges, successes and best practices with teaching 

at-risk learners are discussed next.  
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4.6.1  Theme 1: The importance of teacher training in equipping teachers of at risk 

learners - Lived experiences  

  

The interviews with participants revealed that teacher training has equipped them with 

know-how on classroom management and disciplining learners; however, the training 

failed to prepare teachers to teach at-risk learners as most of the teachers had never 

heard of at-risk learners until starting to teach at the research site.   

  

4.6.1.1  Sub-theme 1: Oversight in teacher training (teachers not adequately 

trained to address  learning problems and  psychosocial challenges that arise 

in the classroom  

  

Apart from the general training received by teachers-in-training, there were other training 

modules like inclusivity and educational psychology which exposed teachers to issues as 

faced by learners. The study findings suggest that there is an existing gap in teachers’ 

training in South Africa.   

  

According to one teacher, learners are presented in a broader perspective with teacher 

training courses, and not according to their needs like at-risk or vulnerable learners. One 

teacher indicated that teacher training has failed to add the necessary knowledge to 

teachers-in-training; “Teachers' training adds no value to the performance of teachers 

teaching at-risk learners” [TC].  

  

 In concurring with this statement, another teacher also pointed to the fact that:  

  

“The lack of preparation of teachers in training slows down the didactic 

implementation of the curriculum in class, particularly in an at-risk 

environment” [TH].  

  

However, the teachers pointed out that guiding learners, discovering their potentials, 

disciplining the learners, provision of learning resources for learners and acting in loco 
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parentis at school remained their roles and responsibilities. It will be valuable if teacher 

training can be bolstered and focused on at-risk learners, since most mainstream public 

and independent schools now serve at-risk learners. In this regard, one teacher 

commented as follows:  

  

“Being at-risk is buttressed by the social backgrounds/issues of these 

learners, for example familial breakdown, poverty, overcrowded 

homes, substance abuse and domestic violence” [TC].  

  

The findings also suggest that teachers are the embodiment of the school. They model 

behaviours for learners and they also hold learners accountable. They should challenge 

and improve the approach of the school citing the inadequacies of teacher training. 

Teachers should play an active role in crafting the modules to be taught in teacher training 

courses so that teachers on completion of their training can adequately deal with any 

challenges in classrooms. Hence, continuous professional development is needed in the 

career path of all teachers. One teacher alluded to this fact in the following quote:   

  

“Teachers' training should play an important role in classrooms, at-risk 

learners are simply not ordinary learners, they showcase challenging 

behaviors in class which may be somewhat difficult for teachers to 

handle” [TJ].  

In addition, teachers pointed to the fact that the education landscape is changing 

drastically, and so should teacher training.  Teachers indicated that classrooms are now 

filled with at-risk learners whether they demonstrate the characteristics of being at-risk or 

vulnerable. Teacher training should therefore aim to add value to the performance of 

teachers teaching at-risk learners. In this regard, one teacher commented as follows:  

  

“This [lack of tailor-made training to teach at-risk learners] evidently is 

a gap in our teacher training in South Africa” [TC].  

  



THE CHALLENGES OF TEACHING AT-RISK LEARNERS AT A SECONDARY 

SCHOOL IN CAPE TOWN  

 
 

92  

  

The researcher believes that when teachers are adequately trained and prepared for the 

reality in classrooms, particularly in the education of at-risk learners, it assists in bringing 

about an understanding of the issue being discussed (par 2.8). This is supported by Smut 

(2018), that in the quest for ensuring a fair education system, it is imperative for policy 

makers to ensure that all teachers have a similar level of capacity. These sometimes 

include capacitating teachers in addressing social and educational challenges of at-risk 

learners. To ensure that pre-service student teachers are capacitated to educate at-risk 

learners, they must be trained concisely on the education system of South Africa bearing 

in mind that the education system has since democracy produced a new calibre of learners 

called at-risk learners (Van Zyl, 2019).   

  

Hence, the research findings prove that prospective teachers lack pre-service knowledge 

of at-risk learners and their presenting behavioural issues as indicated in Van Zyl’s (2019) 

work on poor quality teachers holding back South Africa’s education system.  

  

4.6.1.2  Sub-theme 2: Broader implications of teacher training  

  

Teachers must act strictly in accordance with their job description which includes to guide 

learners in discovering their potential, discipline the learners, provide learning resources 

to learners, act in loco parentis at school, teach responsibility and ensure that learners 

meet the requirements for promotion and progression. The need for this approach by 

teachers was evident in the interview with the school principal where the principal pointed 

out that in job interviews with prospective teachers, when posing questions related to 

teaching at-risk learners, teachers tend to dodge such questions which indicates their lack 

of awareness of this kind of learner. One teacher demonstrated a lack of pre-service 

knowledge of at-risk learners and their context. During the interview when a question on 

roles and responsibilities of teachers relating to teaching at-risk learners was posed, the 

teacher merely answered:   

  

“Teachers are the surrogate of learners at school” [TC].  
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Teachers of at-risk learners need a change of mind-set and perspective to better serve at-

risk learners who have simply found themselves at a point where all doors in their personal 

walks of life have closed. At this juncture, a learner who has forfeited chances of 

mainstream schooling due to physical and verbal attacks on teachers related to 

gangsterism with eventual drop out, requires teachers who have undergone a mind shift 

and can assist in creating a robust learning environment for this learner to learn 

successfully. One ex-teacher indicated from experience that:  

  

“When learners enrol for a second chance at education, the teachers 

have to strongly change their mind-sets, as most at-risk learners have 

a back plan to leave; hence, teachers shouldn't be assisting in getting 

rid of them again for the second time” [FTM].   

  

To answer the probing question on how teachers’ training should be designed to 

capacitate prospective teachers to attend competently to the at-risk learners in ensuring 

retention at school, the education system needs an overhaul and refocus. Initial teacher 

training fails to prepare teachers in educating at-risk learners, a group which is persistently 

present within the South African education system. A suggested approach to address 

teacher training is mentioned by Mashau (2012:55) who suggests that pre-service teacher 

training in South African universities be channelled to offer training, which includes 

representing the South African society comprehensively pertaining to diversity with regard 

to culture and socioeconomic status. In this regard one teacher emphasised the need for 

teacher training to develop a compassionate well-rounded teacher:   

  

“As a teacher, you must be a certain type of person, a passionate 

teacher who is socially involved in the lives of the learners” [TD].  

 

4.6.1.3  Sub-theme 3: Teachers' concerns  

  

All participants echoed the social and educational challenges surrounding at-risk learners. 

The teachers voiced their concerns about the difficulties experienced in their various 
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capacities to educate at-risk learners. As there are some underlying factors inherent in 

atrisk learners, these factors present this group of learners as being too difficult to educate, 

creating a barrier in the minds of teachers exposed to teaching at-risk learners. In this 

regard, one teacher commented that at-risk learners are not simply ordinary learners:  

  

“At-risk learners are simply not ordinary learners, they showcase 

challenging behaviours in class which may be somewhat difficult for 

teachers to handle” [TJ].  

  

Although all teachers believed that at-risk learners can be educated to a certain degree, 

their challenging behaviours in class remain of great concern to many. A former teacher 

at the research site indicated that about 60% of at-risk learners stand a chance of 

completing their secondary school education with 40% of this cohort requiring additional 

support in the quest to move on with life, and about 10% of this cohort simply fall back into 

a life of crime. This poses discomfort among teachers, who are trying their best to educate 

at-risk learners.  

One of the teachers commented that teachers’ teaching tasks could have been easier, if 

their pre-service education somewhat informed and prepared them for the reality of 

today’s classroom. The teacher expressed this as follows:  

  

 “At-risk learners come with challenges, social and education 

challenges” [TC].  

  

At-risk learners being at risk of not completing their secondary education is attributed to 

social background conditions. In many instances, these learners are exposed to 

substance abuse and domestic violence due to issues beyond their control. Ill-discipline 

among at-risk learners is in many cases the result of parents and guardians who have 

failed to shape and nurture these learners into the right path.  
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“At-risk learners are primarily at risk of not completing their secondary 

education and being at-risk is buttressed by the social 

backgrounds/issues of these learners, for example family breakdown, 

poverty, overcrowded homes, substance abuse and domestic 

violence. These problems are invisible in learners but have presenting 

behaviours which makes us as educators to feel it” [TC].  

  

From the interviews with participants it was clear that a certain type of teacher personality 

is needed to successfully educate at-risk learners. This personality type relates to 

arranging a supportive school culture which Lamb and Rice (2008:11) describe as a good 

quality culture and atmosphere that produces a strong positive learner engagement and 

high levels of school completion, particularly in schools that have high proportions of at-

risk learners. Therefore, the concerns raised by teachers of at-risk learners about the lack 

of teacher training for specific contexts such as the context of at-risk learners are potent. 

According to teacher participants, training is especially needed with regard to teaching at-

risk learners to be able to deal effectively with at-risk learners and their presenting 

problems.  

  

4.6.1.4  Sub-theme 4: Poor professional development training opportunities  

  

It became clear from the interviews with participants that the Department of Education 

does not offer any professional in-service training possibilities to teachers in aspects of 

teaching at-risk learners. The researcher noted that all the participants agreed that in-

service training on teaching at-risk learners could have equipped teachers better for their 

task of ensuring successful learning for at-risk learners (par 2.6). The majority of 

participants alluded that their teaching task would be easier if the Department of Education 

provided periodic training around factors placing learners at risk of completing their 

schooling. One teacher commented as follows:    

  

“Being trained makes you acceptable for a particular position; with 

other schools, the premise is that learners must adhere to all laid out 
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rules and regulations; however, at a school for at-risk youth, it is an 

investment to walk the road with them. Hence, there is no prescribed 

or forewarn information about it at teachers’ training. You have to be 

tolerable to them and develop yourself alongside teaching them. The 

education department currently do(es) not provide training on at-risk 

learners” [TD].  

  

Participants revealed that the only time where teachers are taught about the diverse 

groups of learners in classrooms is when they attended a course on education inclusivity. 

One teacher commented that she was able to enrol for a course in inclusivity, simply 

because she studied for a bachelor’s degree in education. The researcher noticed that 

many teachers partaking in this study completed a post graduate certificate course in 

becoming a teacher, lacking any training in teaching at-risk learners. Taylor (2014) reveals 

that student teachers enrol for teacher training courses with poor skills, and leave with 

little more and, as a result, their learners fare poorly and teaching is perceived as a low 

status career. Hence, prospective teachers must be trained for the South African context 

which includes training to teach learners at risk (Van Zyl, 2019).  

  

In summary, it can be concluded that teacher training does not equip teachers for teaching 

at-risk learners effectively. The depth, breadth and level of teacher training is inadequate 

to face the presenting behaviours of at-risk learners successfully. Mashau (2012:55) 

indicates that in order to capacitate prospective teachers in South Africa, pre-service 

training should not only focus on lesson plans, teaching lessons and classroom 

management, but should also encapsulate more rigorous methods, pedagogy and insight 

which befit modern day learners of whom at-risk learners are a crucial part. Therefore, 

teacher training in South Africa lacks the pedagogical skills to address challenges as faced 

by teachers teaching at-risk learners. Teacher training fails to adequately prepare 

teachers in preventing at-risk learners from presenting behavioural issues. This results in 

teachers being ambushed by manifold problems in teaching learners at risk successfully.   
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4.6.2   Theme 2: Issues hindering the success of educating at-risk learners -  

 challenges   

  

The unsuccessful engagement of at-risk learners in teaching and learning is attributed to 

detrimental factors such as peer pressure, neglect and domestic violence manifesting in 

grade retention, chronic absenteeism, aggression and abuse (Bemak, Chung & 

SiroskeySabdo, 2005). From the interviews with participants, it was clear that one of the 

reasons for poor academic attainment among at-risk learners is the approach of teachers 

when engaging with them. However, the teacher approach is closely linked to the 

challenges teachers face when dealing with at-risk learners. These challenges are 

discussed next.   

  

4.6.2.1  Sub-theme 1: Presenting behavioural issues   

  

All participants revealed that there is a greater tendency for at-risk learners to engage in 

delinquent behaviour and eventually drop-out if measures equipping learners with security 

and resilience are not put in place at home. Participants agreed with the findings by 

Benson, Lerner and Benson (2003) that a Positive Developmental Assets Framework 

must be in place to enhance variables that contribute to healthy child development and 

positive learning outcomes. However, as this framework is lacking in the developmental 

stages of at-risk learners’ home backgrounds, this inhibits the successful engagement of 

at-risk learners in schooling (par 1.2.2). Due to the lack of ensuring such a positive 

development framework in learners’ home backgrounds, they are inclined to poor 

behaviour such as:   

  

“Rudeness, fighting, ill-discipline” [TD]; “swearing, despondent, and 

disrespectful [TI]; lying on the floor, walking around the classroom, 

threats of various degrees against learners and teachers” [FTM].  

  

Participant FTM pointed to the fact that threats of various degrees are posed periodically 

against learners and teachers by at-risk learners leading to the fear of possible danger to 
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the lives of everyone present at the research site. Participant FTM relayed that this is the 

case with most learners newly enrolled at the school, with these threats mostly common 

among male at-risk learners. Participants linked these regular threats by at-risk learners 

to the inadequacies of South African teacher training to equip prospective teachers with 

knowledge and skills with regard to treating vulnerable learners. In this regard, 

Bialobrzeska, Randell and Hellmann (2012) emphasise that South African schools are 

filled with vulnerable learners and that it is becoming more difficult for teachers to identify 

vulnerability amongst learners in their classrooms (par 1.2.3). Government must intervene 

by training teachers on how to identify vulnerable learners in their classrooms and how to  

provide the required support for at-risk learners to thrive. Participant FTI voiced this notion 

as follows:  

  

“And to define at-risk learners, these are learners who are at risk of 

not reaching their full potential. They walk in today full of anxiety, basic 

needs not met, self-esteem not well developed or traumatised by 

crime in their communities. So, this is a skill that you hardly find among 

new teachers currently. Naturally born teachers, don't assist any 

more. I recommend that the knowledge about at-risks and vulnerability 

be taught to our teachers at teachers' college, otherwise we are 

setting them up for failure” [FTI].  

  

Mclnerney and Mclnerney (2006) identify two categories of behaviour that are mostly 

relevant to at-risk learners, namely behaviour as a result of the impact of some temporary 

traumatic condition on the learner and behaviour as a repetitive issue related to the 

characteristics of the learner. In the case of this study, the latter is evident as at-risk 

learners display persistent, repetitive and challenging behaviours as a result of their 

character. Lavis and McCann (2009:898) indicate that such repetitive behaviours, if not 

dealt with, may result in consistent attempts to avoid schoolwork or school. Participant TA 

identified “lateness and tardiness” as a form of this repetitive behaviour   leading to building 

up resistance to teachers and the school interventions. Participant TB acknowledged that 

although some learners “are making good use of the opportunity [of schooling], many are 
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missing the opportunity, experience school as something they are being forced to attend” 

[TB].    

  

4.6.2.2  Sub-theme 2: Lack of being prepared with stationery and learning resources  

  

Participants agreed that at-risk learners have no control over themselves and thus present 

disruptions to learning during tuition times. Due to the fact of not having a significant adult 

in their lives, at-risk learners lack structure and routine. This lack of structure and routine 

manifests in at-risk learners’ lives as they are never prepared and focused for the school 

day which is in the first place evident in them not having their stationery and school books 

with them.  All participants agreed that this is the norm daily in classrooms as most at-risk 

learners arrive at school with no stationery or learning resources as participant TA 

confirmed: “No stationery, no textbooks”.   

  

The lack of at-risk learners being prepared for the school day by not taking care to bring 

stationery and learning material, alludes to the findings by Lewis and McCann (2009:898) 

on negative presenting behaviours, which, in the case of the research site, is 

demonstrated in the form of avoidance of school work by not having stationery and 

learning material on purpose.  

  

4.6.2.3  Sub-theme 3: Lack of parental support  

  

The findings identified the lack of parental support for at-risk learners. One teacher 

reported that although the school does call parents of learners with disciplinary issues, 

parents of learners with persistent behavioural issues do not honour the call of the school 

and in most cases do not show up for meetings with the school’s disciplinary committee; 

such behaviour from parents shows lack of commitment and support for their children’s 

education. Hence, at-risk learners’ teachers are mostly left alone to take on the journey of 

educating at-risk learners with no support from the parent body.  
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“Disciplinary issues and in most cases, it is around the same learner 

with no support from the parents, hence, these are issues from outside 

the school impacting on the school” [TA].  

  

According to Withers and Russell (2001:12), there are external factors that can cause 

learners to be at risk; these factors relate to the background from which the learner 

evolves. Participant TA mentioned this external issue being prevalent among at-risk 

learners, relating to “not having a lovingly primary caretaker, exposed to family 

disintegration, peer pressure for substance abuse”. McWhirter et al. (2017:21) compare 

at-risk learners to growing trees; these trees require pruning, staking and trimming, sun, 

water and nurturing (par 2.2). The findings of this study show that in the case of most at-

risk learners, the notion as pointed out by McWhirter et al. (2017:21) is not evident. At-risk 

learners require continuous nurturing and grooming which should be provided by their 

biological parents but with the lack of having a trusted and committed primary caregiver, 

the task of nurturing is shifted to the teachers at school. When there is no parental support 

for at-risk learners, it leads to “absenteeism and low productivity” [TB] and to “sleeping 

and hyperactivity” [TJ] with these learners “just giving up on their education” [TJ].   

  

Participant TJ mentioned that due to lack of parental support, at-risk learners arrived at 

school tired and restless and sometimes hyperactive which could mainly be attributed to 

the use of substances. In households where parents are prone to excessive substance 

abuse, at-risk learners are left to survive and care for themselves which could mean that 

the learner has no controlled bed-time or eating plan, which inevitably influences proper 

sleep negatively, resulting in not being prepared for a productive day at school.  

  

4.6.2.4  Sub-theme 4: Lack of social support  

  

Participants explained the school’s provision of social service through a permanently 

placed social worker at the school. The social worker assists the learners with a range of 

social support services pertaining to the well-being of the learners. This is provided in the 

form of counselling, psychosocial support, educational psychology and clinical support. 
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The social worker also provides academic guidance and counselling to learners in making 

decisions with regards to career paths and life choices. The social worker also conducts 

monthly open-group workshops with parents in order to equip parents with practical 

parenting skills needed in parenting adolescents, teenagers and at-risk learners. 

However, participants felt that having one social worker only to see to the social support 

needs of over a hundred vulnerable learners daily is not adequate.    

  

Participants mentioned the interruptions created by the social worker during lesson times 

when learners have to attend counselling sessions or partake in a focus group workshop.  

These interruptions can manifest in the form of a hindrance to the learner’s ability to gain 

knowledge on a cognitive level, as the process of gaining knowledge is interrupted through 

the need for such a learner to attend counselling sessions during tuition time. Participant  

TH mentioned intolerance as at-risk learners in classroom generally chip over each other’s 

shoulder. The researcher deduced the meaning of this statement as a situation where 

learners simple do not care and support each other. Learners in this case target one 

another and perpetuate vicious act toward one another. This act results in verbal abuse 

and altercations toward peer learners and sometimes results in physical fights in the 

classroom:  

“Intolerance, learners generally chip over each other’s shoulder” [TH].  

  

Participant TH added that this is a concern as it is expected of learners in the classroom 

to be calm, relaxed and ready to learn; however, this is not the case with at-risk learners. 

Participant TI added to the notion raised by participant TH that at-risk learners arrive at 

school despondent, demotivated and unwilling to accept the environment in which they 

have found themselves, and in most of these instances their dispositions can be attributed 

to the challenges they face at home and in their communities. Participant TI mentioned 

that, although at-risk learners through the Department of Social Development are provided 

with social support grants and placement in child care facilities, this support is inadequate 

resulting in at-risk learners having “emotional outbursts, and lacking responsibility for their 

own learning” [TI].  
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However, participants acknowledged that the permanently employed social worker at the 

school has abetted the uplifting of at-risk learners in focusing on their education as 

supposed to being buried in their underlying circumstances due to them being “vulnerable 

and in survival mode” [FTI].  

  

Participant FTI explained this survival mode in at-risk learners by saying they are exposed 

to vulnerability due to their home circumstances and thus lose control of their lives, and 

as such stay in survival mode. Participant FTI cited the assumptions of Bronfenbrenner 

(1979), that a person is an active player, exerting influence on his/her environment, and 

that the environment is compelling the person to adapt to its conditions and restrictions. 

The participant explained that parental and psychosocial support are imperative as human 

develop and grow, and in situations where the former is not the case, individual human 

development tends to move lopsided. It is for this reason that at-risk learners stay in 

survival mode.  

  

Participants agreed on the lack of social support in the ecological systems of at-risk 

learners, because, although much is done at school to support vulnerable learners,  little 

is done to support them at their homes or in the community. To support the above 

statement,  

Bronfenbrenner (1989, 1994) posits that individual human development occurs within 

interconnected and embedded ecological systems, and that humans develop and grow 

within the context of a number of reciprocal systems, which includes concentric circles 

capturing various levels or degrees of interactive and reciprocal experiences (par 2.3). 

The study found that the selected school is providing a high standard of social support to 

learners in their care; however, the school is overwhelmed by the needs of these learners 

because of a total lack of support and responsibility for the wellbeing of their children by 

the parents of these at-risk learners.    

  

4.6.2.5  Sub-theme 5: Misplaced value of second-chance education  
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High-school dropout is a phenomenon that occurs in the formal education systems of 

many countries (par 2.5). Within the South African education system, the dropout rate 

remains high with several factors inhibiting the retainment of learners in the educational 

system. The findings of this study show that the research site is the only school in Western 

Cape that provides at-risk learners with a second chance at education and, according to 

their admission policy, they can enrol learners up to the age of 21 years. It was also noted 

that the school is categorised as a special school due to the school’s enrolment and 

admission policies. The school serves the poorest of the poor and mainly at-risk learners 

who have been dismissed from mainstream education due to behaviour problems, 

teenage pregnancy or gangsterism. Through the selected school, learners are given a 

second chance at completing their high school education.  

  

Participants agreed that, although many learners make use of this opportunity to set matter 

right with their education, the value of a second-chance at education has been misplaced 

by some learners retaining the same inhibiting approaches and attitudes towards life. In 

this regard participants explained as follows:   

  

“About 70% of the learners, value second chance at education, 

however, there are certain number of learners at our school who are 

still doing exactly the same thing that got them expelled in the first 

instance” [TA].  

“A greater number of learners are making good use of the opportunity; 

however, few are missing the opportunity. Seems like they are being 

forced to attend school” [TB].  

  

Participant TD commented that the success of some at-risk learners who are successful 

in completing their high school education at the research site can be attributed to the 

values as taught by the school, namely, “FAMILY, RESPECT, RESPONSIBILITY, 

PERSEVERANCE AND HOPE”. Participant TD acknowledged that these learners then 

become successful but admitted that “there are also cases of dropout and fall back into a 

life of crime” [TD].  
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Participant FTI, an ex-teacher of the school, believed teachers are not doing enough to 

keep at-risk learners at schools even in a second chance education environment. She 

commented on the fact that at-risk learners retain the notion of dropping out which needs 

to be reprogrammed by skilled teachers:  

  

“When learners enrol for second chance at education, the teachers 

have to strongly change their mind-sets, as most at-risk learners have 

a backup plan to leave, hence, teachers shouldn't be assisting in 

getting rid of them again for the second time” [FTI].   

  

According to Wali and Saad (2018:280), teaching practices that help learners at risk 

succeed academically includes support from caring and committed teachers, which is in 

line with the practical experience of participant FTI.    

  

From the interviews with participants, it was clear that most at-risk learners in second 

chance education do make good use of the opportunity, and that a greater number of at-

risk learners’ teachers do motivate them to stay in school and complete their high school 

education. This is aligned to Dancy (2014) claiming that teachers in the education of at-

risk learners play a considerable role in getting them from the point of giving up to a point 

where they could persevere and achieve (par 2.6.2.1). However, this denotes that 

teachers of at-risk learners should devise more measures to help at-risk learners 

understand the value of an education through a second chance at education. This is 

achieved through constant motivation on an individual level and through school 

assemblies. Participant TH commented on this approach as used at the research site:  

  

“By the constant motivation individually and at school assemblies for 

devotion to what is meaningful in life, our learners receive so much 

encouragement and support. The teachers at our school are very 

observant” [TH].  
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4.6.2.6  Sub-theme 6: Influence of at-risk learners' disposition on successful learning   

  

According to Horn and Chen (2001:1), positive experiences play a protective role in 

reducing the impact of risk on resilient learners (par 2.6.2.1). The findings of the study 

suggest that learners’ success in learning largely depends on their positive disposition 

towards life. However, participants revealed that some at-risk learners exhibit behaviours 

and attitudes that negate successful learning.  Participants pointed out that learners’ 

disposition towards education influences successful learning negatively when such 

dispositions are of negative intent. According to the findings of the study, this is the case 

at the research site, namely that several at-risk learners hamper the successful progress 

of teaching and learning daily and this impedes the success of educating at-risk learners. 

In this regard, participants commented as follows:  

  

“Learners’ progress is hampered by their negative attitude towards 

life” [TG];   

“To a very large extent, learners’ disposition towards education draws 

the progress of learning backwards” [TB];   

“Yes, they constrain learning because they take up teaching time and 

creates disruption for the entire lesson” [TF].  

  

Participant FTM commented that sometimes at-risk learners struggle to learn at the pace 

of their peers, and instead of asking for support from their teachers, they react differently 

to the ecological systems, that is, they derive flawed meanings from their learning 

environment and as such experience academic, behavioural, attitudinal and mental health 

challenges, which then compromise their schooling because of “their inability to learn and 

not owing up to it” [FTM].  

  

Participants agreed that if the problem of at-risk learners struggling to learn is not seen to, 

the resultant effect will be detrimental to a successful learning experience for at-risk 
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learners. Therefore, participants commented on the strategy they have adapted; this 

strategy will be discussed later in the chapter under Theme 4.  

  

4.6.2.7  Sub-theme 7: Influence of teachers' disposition on successful learning  

  

According to Smuts (2018), initial teacher training must be highly standardised and 

fundamentally equal for a good quality educational system to prevail (par 2.8). The findings 

of the study suggest that education being a constitutional right must be fair and of equal 

access, and that every learner must equally have good teachers standing in front of them, 

be it a rural or an affluent school. Although most teachers at the research site are good 

and experienced teachers, and are thus committed and dedicated to the education of at-

risk learners, there are a number of teachers who seems to be less committed to the 

education of at-risk learners. In this regard, participants commented that there are a 

number of teachers who stay absent from school often and for this reason a message of 

lack of care is communicated to at-risk learners.  

  

“Constant absenteeism of teachers demoralizes the learners” [TB]; 

“Team work is defeated and a message of “I don’t really care” is 

conveyed” [TC].  

  

Some teachers, however, do walk the extra mile in trying to adequately educate at-risk 

learners. They are present at school every day and they do not allow their personal issues 

to negatively impact their roles as instructional leaders in their classrooms. Participants 

TD commented:  

  

“Where teachers are concerned, it is in TWO folds, your attitude and 

your presence. Hence, your presence is needed daily at school to 

promote quality teaching for learning. Also, your attitude speaks at 

all times; having a bad day should not be an issue to you and your 

learners and should not negatively impact your role as an 

instructional leader in your classroom” [TD].  
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Furthermore, the study revealed that teachers’ disposition can never be one of anti-at-risk 

learners, labelling learners as dropouts and thus give up in trying to engage them. Lewis 

and McCann (2009:898) suggest that when at-risk learners have feelings of belonging and 

acceptance, it leads to a variety of positive emotions such as feeling happy, elated, content 

and calm, whereas being rejected, excluded or ignored leads to potent negative feelings 

such as experiencing anxiety, depression, grief and jealousy (par 2.4.4.2). For this reason, 

it is “very important that teachers’ disposition cannot be anti-teaching or anti-at-risk” [TC].  

  

Participants agreed that teachers’ disposition to at-risk learners within their classrooms 

should always convey a message of trust and commitment. Participant FTM pointed out 

that where trust and commitment are not evident between teachers and at-risk learners, it 

mostly results in behavioural issues as at-risk learners use their dispositions to fight for 

recognition and attention from their teachers. On the other hand, it exposes the teacher’s 

inability to successfully engage at-risk learners, which in most cases results in a situation 

where the teacher either exits the position or the profession. Participant FTM commented:  

  

“To a great extent, my inability to care and educate at-risk learners 

becomes obvious and I rather opt to go” [FTM].  

  

It appears that there are many issues hindering the success of educating at-risk learners. 

It was clear from the interviews with teachers that behavioural issues, not caring about 

having stationery and learning resources, lack of parental support, lack of social support, 

misplaced values about the opportunity to a second chance education, and influences of 

atrisk learners’ and teachers’ dispositions to teaching and learning are hindrances to 

successful learning by at-risk learners at the research site (par 2.4). De Lannoy et al. 

(2018) argue that the effective implementation of youth development policies requires a 

comprehensive understanding of young people’s realities; their needs and dreams; their 

real or perceived support networks, or gaps in these; their level of access to services and 

their willingness to take these up; and their sense of happiness. This notion is vital in the 

education of at-risk learners as it is important that all role players in at-risk learners’ lives 
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have an understanding of their needs, dreams, and complex realities and how at-risk 

learners react to their ecosystems. However, there are role players who are still not clear 

as to what their role is in educating at-risk learners and there are still at-risk learners who 

are not embracing the second chance opportunity despite failing to thrive at mainstream 

schooling. The success at educating at-risk learners largely depends on their willingness 

to embrace the second-chance opportunity to education. Theme 3 will outline the results 

of educating at-risk learners successfully.   

  

4.6.3  Theme 3: The results of educating at-risk learners successfully - Influence  

  

Although effective schooling practices contribute to successful learning, the question 

remains whether the techniques, processes and procedures which are successful with 

mainstream schooling yield equitable results with the teaching and learning of at-risk 

learners (par 2.6.2.1). Wali and Saad (2018:280) warned that effective school practices 

could constitute a threat to educating at-risk learners if not applicably used.  The findings 

of the study regarding effective school practices for at-risk learners are discussed next.    

  

4.6.3.1  Sub-theme 1: Mind-set shift  

  

Participants revealed that most learners enjoy the learning experiences, and this can be 

attributed to a mind-set makeover which most at-risk learners at the school undergo. 

According to Participant TA, when at-risk learners set their minds towards their education 

and with the necessary support from all sub-systems in the ecosystems (teachers, family, 

external environment), at-risk learners flourish on the needed support and guidance for 

optimal growth:  

  

“If the mind-set is set right on education, the learners enjoy the 

learning experiences” [TA].  

  

Participants TD and TG agreed that through the help of all support structures as referred 

to in Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems theory, at-risk learners derive a better and 
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broaden understanding of education and why it is necessary to achieve academically, and 

why they are empowered to make better life choices:  

  

“Yes, at-risk learners have a better view of themselves and a more 

broaden understanding of education” [TD].  

“This process empowers at-risk learners in making much better life 

choices leading to their future” [TG].   

  

At-risk learners’ mind-set shifts play an important role in their journey of transformation to 

a more constructive life. In this regard, the retention of at-risk learners in the schooling 

system is attributed to teachers’ support, school support, peer support and family and 

community involvement. Dancy (2014) emphasises that teachers in the education of at-

risk learners play a considerable role in getting from the point of giving-up to a point where 

they could persevere and achieve (par 2.6.2.1). Participants agreed, as voiced by 

participant TA, that through the significant intervention of teachers in the education of at-

risk learners these learners can persevere and achieve in their educational encounters: 

“Yes, 60% of at-risk learners go on to leave productive and extra ordinary lives” [TA].   

  

Apart from teachers and support workers playing a considerable role in ensuring the 

success of educating at-risk learners, the Education Department supports teachers with 

curriculum planning and provides a financial subsidy at the selected school. It was clear 

from the interviews with participants that parent support is very low at the selected school, 

with only a small percentage of parents providing the needed support to their children. 

There are, however, parents who had no education of any sort and who are trying their 

best to ensure that the same situation is not repeated in the lives of their children. These 

parents try to support and encourage their children to achieve academically, seeing 

education as a means of breaking the vicious cycle of poverty.   

  

4.6.3.2  Sub-theme 2: Breaking the cycle of poverty  
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Poverty is considered a risk factor that jeopardises learners’ academic performance (Wills 

and Hofmeyr, 2018:1). However, even in high-poverty contexts there are learners who 

manage to achieve consistently good academic results (par 2.6.2). The study found that 

at the research site there are learners who have persevered and completed their schooling 

despite their unfavourable life circumstances. As educating at-risk learners successfully 

can result in breaking the vicious cycle of poverty, the aim is to encourage these learners 

to “start dreaming BIG now, dreaming to break the cycle of poverty in their family” [TB]. 

Participant TB explained that, through the effective application of school practices in 

dealing with the education of at-risk learners, they start dreaming BIG and as such fight 

the inheritance of poverty in their lives by committing all efforts towards their education.   

  

As discussed in Chapter 2, Lewis and McCann (2009:897) explain the influence of family 

issues upon learners at risk as a factor that determines schooling successes.  The culture 

from which at-risk learners originates relates to familial issues such as low economic 

status and engendering related constraints such as family disintegration, teenage 

pregnancies, substance abuse and gangsterism.  Teachers and schools must counter 

such conditions to successfully educate at-risk learners in their care. Participant TG 

pointed out that once these familial issues are identified and addressed on behalf of the 

learners there is a sudden change in the dynamics towards the life of these learners, 

because “at-risk learners are then motivated to progress in life” [TG].  

  

One of the goals of the Department of Basic Education in South Africa is to retain as many 

learners as possible and to prevent drop-out in the schooling system. Approximately 60% 

of learners who enter the schooling system complete Matric, and 40% drop out of the 

system after numerous repeated failures (Department of Basic Education, 2017a) (par 

2.6.1.1).   

  

Participant TC proclaimed that when low socio-economic status constraints of learners are 

combatted with effective school practices, it alleviates the chances of learners dropping 

out and thus remaining in the vicious cycle of poverty. The process gives at-risk learners 
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hope and courage to remain in the schooling system and to complete their secondary 

schooling education: “It presents to them their future opportunities” [TC].  

  

The study revealed that the selected school’s processes and procedures of addressing 

the effect of at-risk learners’ low socio-economic status with related conditions is 

successful in combatting at-risk learners dropping out of school and remaining in the cycle 

of poverty. Part of dealing with these familial issues is the provision of nutritious meals for 

all learners and the provision of transport subsidies. These support endeavours at the 

selected school in themselves have assisted the school in reducing the drop-out rate 

amongst at-risk learners to improve retention rates based on an environment conducive 

to learning for at-risk learners.  

  

4.6.3.3  Sub-theme 3: Game changer  

  

Education systems across the world are exploring numerous ways to combat the 

challenges faced by teachers teaching at-risk learners with the aim of addressing the root 

cause of this endemic societal problem (par 2.7). Participants revealed that the school 

tries its best to support at-risk learners in their care to a point of self-reliance. Participant 

TA confirmed this notion saying the school employs a more practical individual level 

approach in addressing at-risk learners’ problems. Lamb and Rice (2008:18) allude to this 

approach as a way of providing strategic, targeted welfare and skills programmes to 

impact the learning capacity of at-risk learners for retained schooling, which Participant 

TA acknowledged as “a game changer as learners then evolve and excel in life”.    

  

Lamb and Rice (2008:10) explain the individual level approach to address the challenges 

faced by at-risk learners relating to a school-wide methods approach based on a 

supportive school-culture to educate and support at-risk learners. In order to change the 

dynamics of problems faced by at-risk learners, schools develop a supportive school-

culture that fosters connections with learners, parents and the community, and creates a 

school climate of high expectations and accountability (par 2.7). The researcher noted that 

this was the case at the research site as the school employed a supportive school-culture 
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approach. This approach is felt and noted in the day-to-day engagements with learners 

and teachers at the selected school. Participants commented that the education at the 

research site is a journey of hope and transformation. These values are enshrined and 

embedded in the daily practices of the school. Participant TC commented that although 

the changes in life approach may not be present immediately, with time these monumental 

changes in their approach to life become evident as learners progress with their 

schoolwork with possible eventual tertiary education serving as a vector to change their 

socio-economic status conditions.  Participant TC commented:  

  

“Yet, their social circumstances might not change immediately, but it 

will give the learner a better future if he is supported to persevere with 

his schoolwork” [TC].  

  

  

It was clear from the interviews with participants that the degree of teacher and school 

caring and interactions with learners has a significantly positive impact on decreasing 

dropout rates for at-risk learners. The caring at the research site was found to be in line 

with Kennelly and Monrad (2007:11) confirming that caring schools decrease dropout 

rates through an overall positive school climate that facilitates constant learner 

engagement (par 2.7). This approach of constant engagement through caring and support 

becomes a game changer in the lives of many at-risk learners influencing their life 

propositions for the better.   

  

4.6.4   Theme 4: Best practices in the education of at-risk learners - Solutions  

  

4.6.4.1  Sub-theme 1: Solutions from practical experience in educating at-risk learners   

  

Participants acknowledged that although at-risk learners can be successfully educated 

despite inhibiting home and external environmental conditions (par 2.6.2), success stories 

are difficult to achieve. Participants perceived the factors pertaining to successful 

schooling of at-risk learners as teacher support from the Department of Education, initial 
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appropriate teacher training, school support from school leadership, peer support from 

colleagues and family involvement. Regarding the initial teacher training and teacher 

support, Participant FTI commented on the importance of teachers having knowledge of 

and skill in dealing with at-risk learners:  

  

“And to define learners at-risk, these are learners who are at risk of 

not reaching their full potential. They walk in today, full of anxiety, 

basic needs not met, self-esteem not well developed or traumatized 

by crime in their communities. So, this is a skill that you hardly find 

among new teachers currently. Naturally born teachers, don't exist 

anymore. I recommend that the knowledge about at-risks and their 

vulnerability be taught to our teachers at teachers' college, otherwise 

we are setting them up for failure” [FTI].  

  

Participant TI emphasised the importance of support to at-risk learners from their teachers 

as relating to “driving academics, finding ways to shape the learners’ character, and 

finding opportunities to prepare them for outside of the school” [TI]. For Participant FTI the 

provision of financial and nutritional support for at-risk learners in the form of meals and 

transport money is crucial because “without the nutrition and transport subsidy and child 

care grant, solutions to challenging conditions are not possible”.   

  

Participant FTI concurred with Dancy (2014) that an important task of teachers of at-risk 

learners is getting these learners from the point of giving-up to a point where they could 

persevere and achieve. Regardless of learners’ home and environment circumstances of 

poverty and neglect, “enriching a child that is at the turning point is the only thing to do to 

address the wrongdoing of the past; school for at-risk should be replicated across our 

communities” [FTI].  

  

It was clear from the interviews with participants that providing some sort of financial 

support can be an important means of keeping at-risk learners in school. Further, teachers’ 

caring for and interaction with at-risk learners have a positive influence on decreased 
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dropout rates. This caring by teachers teaching at-risk learners relates to being focused 

on learning successes and finding ways to shape the characters of at-risk learners through 

their interactions with these learners. Initial teacher training, according to Mashau 

(2012:55), should include exposure to education policy, education administration, 

structure of teaching, and diversity of teachers and learners, as this will capacitate 

teachers to handle different learners and different situations. A focus on these themes with 

teacher training may result in the development of skilled teachers capable of handling at-

risk learners and their situations and thus contribute to successful schooling opportunities 

for at-risk learners in South Africa.  

  

4.6.4.2  Sub-theme 2: Best practices in teaching at-risk learners  

  

Participant TG emphasised the importance of constructive discipline fostering long lasting 

attitudes towards life as a tool to promote academic achievement among at-risk learners.  

Participant TG explained as follows:    

  

“I draw my boundaries, I promote academic focus”; “discipline is 

taught which is then applied to at-risk learners’ future” [TG].  

  

Participant FTM added that, when teachers invest their time and effort in the education of 

at-risk learners, these learners become well-rounded human beings who want to achieve 

academically. Teachers’ time and effort could be in the form of mentoring, discipline and 

nurturing “with this investment and support, ensuring that at-risk learners can achieve” 

[FTM].   

  

Participant FTI emphasised that trust and rapport must be intact before teachers can 

successfully educate at-risk learners simply because these learners do not trust anyone 

due to trauma previously experienced. Participant FTI therefore suggested that teachers 

should first develop trust and rapport and demonstrate integrity by keeping their word and 

promises to at-risk learners to ensure that they will thrive academically and socially within 

the schooling system. Participant FTI commented as follows:  
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“To date, even more importantly, we now have children who come 

from diverse background, income groups, single household family, 

trauma and privileged etc. Teachers nowadays come into class to 

teach lesson where they haven't even developed trust, rapport with 

children who are traumatized and don't trust you. These are learners 

at risk; in the context of at-risk learners, you have to show integrity, 

keep your words and promise to them. Teaching at-risk learners 

require the best of all methods and approaches” [FTI].  

  

For Participant FTM, constant motivation and observation are necessary in order to 

develop and maintain trust and rapport with at-risk learners. Participant FTM said:  

  

“By the constant motivation for devotion, learners are encouraged to 

persevere; our learners receive so much encouragement and support 

the teachers at our school are very observant” [FTM].  

  

Concurring with Wali and Saad (2018:280), it was clear from the interviews with 

participants that assisting at-risk learners to succeed academically includes focused 

support from a caring and committed teacher. Therefore, teachers of at-risk learners play 

a vital role in these learners’ education by providing support, care and motivation to them. 

When at-risk learners are motivated, cared for and supported adequately, they are likely 

to stay in the school system and complete their secondary school education.     

  

4.7   DATA COLLECTED BY MEANS OF DIRECT OBSERVATION   

  

Direct observation as an alternative source of data collection to answer the research 

question was used by the researcher. Holmes (2013) indicates that direct observation, 

also known as observational study, is a method of collecting meaningful information by 

means of which the researcher observes the subject in his or her usual environment 

without altering that environment. Observation as a data collection method is used to 
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evaluate an ongoing behaviour process, event, or situation that can be readily seen. After 

having completed the semi-structured individual interviews, the researcher observed 

participants in their natural classroom settings. Observation was enacted to ascertain 

whether what was said by participants during the interviews matched their experiences in 

their classrooms.   

  

The researcher conducted direct observation in the classrooms of ten teachers who were 

teaching at-risk learners.     

  

4.7.1   Behavioural key indicators  

  

From the observation of the ten teacher participants in their classroom settings over two 

days, three indicators became apparent relating to disruptions, namely non-vulgar, 

nonviolent and destructive.  

  

4.7.1.1  Indicator 1: Non-vulgar (NV) behaviour  

  

Non-vulgar behaviour as apparent during the direct observation depicts learners’ bodily 

expressions towards peers and teachers in the classroom. Fifteen non-vulgar interactions 

from learner to teacher, forty-eight non-vulgar interactions from learner to learner and two 

non-vulgar interactions from teacher to learner were observed. The researcher noted that 

tuition was able to progress despite these levels of disruption from learners and teachers. 

Although the researcher noted that some teachers used inappropriate teaching methods, 

namely GIB (General Inappropriate Behaviour), to maintain orderliness during their 

lessons, it was clear that this method is used to draw learners’ attention back to the task 

at hand. GIB includes at-risk learners making all sorts of degrees of threats towards peers 

and teachers.  

  

The researcher recorded some participants raising their voices to motivate at-risk learners 

to give attention to tuition or to interject discussions relating to back-chatting. However, 

the average level of constructive engagement with subject content was 95% of the tuition 
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time in an hour. GIB examples pertained to teachers clapping their hands to demand 

learners’ attention, or teachers raising their voices to address learners’ disruptive 

behaviour.   

  

Participant TD raised her voice to get the attention of learners after numerous efforts to 

calm the learners down for tuition. With many learners refusing to listen to the teacher, the 

challenges faced by teachers teaching at-risk learners became evident, namely to pursue 

an average level of engagement by learners for at least 75% of the tuition time of an hour.   

  

4.7.1.2  Indicator 2: Non-violent (NVI) behaviour  

  

Non-violent behaviour as apparent during the direct observation depicts learners’ attitudes 

and conduct towards learning. This conduct was mostly manifested in the form of a do not 

care message or disposition.  As recorded during the observations, there were five 

nonviolent interactions from learner to teacher, ninety-seven non-violent interactions from 

learner to learner and nine non-violent interactions from teacher to learner. The non-

violent interactions included eating in class, no classwork books, sleeping in class, walking 

around the classroom and conversing on topic off-task. In one of the instances, Participant 

TH tried to attract learners’ attention to the topic by introducing the lesson objectives first, 

before asking the learners to take out their classwork books. The researcher noted that 

most of the learners failed to present their classwork books but continued chatting with 

their fellow learners.   

  

Participant TH used a non-violent approach by clapping to cut out conversations during 

lesson time which resulted in five minutes of learner attention to the lesson. Twenty 

minutes into the lesson, some at-risk learners fell into a deep sleep while others walked 

around the classroom disrupting fellow learners. However, these few disruptive learners 

did not disrupt teaching as the average level of engagement was 95% of the tuition time 

of an hour.   

  

4.7.1.3  Indicator 3: Destructive (D) behaviour  
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Destructive behaviour are cases where at-risk learners destroy the learning resources 

available for teaching and learning. This behaviour is manifested in the form of damage to 

the textbooks and stationery of peer learners and that of the teacher. These behaviours 

lead to unruliness and ill-discipline among at-risk learners which may completely hamper 

their successful engagement. The analysis of the direct observations showed that there 

were four destructive interactions from learner to teacher, twenty-nine destructive 

interactions from learner to learner and twenty-three destructive interactions from teacher 

to learner. According to the observations, teachers teaching at-risk learners resort to 

destructive interactions with learners when they have tried all they could to keep the 

learners focused on the tuition at hand. Participant TG’s average level of engagement of 

learners with subject content was 50% of the tuition time of an hour. The researcher noted 

that the learners were unruly, despite all the efforts by the teacher to continue facilitating 

subject matter.   The researcher noted that learners were eating in class after break, which 

is against the teacher’s classroom rules; most learners arrived at class with no classwork 

books.   

  

These observations alluded to what participants conveyed during interviewing, namely 

their frustrations with ill-discipline issues common among at-risk learners such as not 

valuing learning and arriving without stationery which is exacerbated by low parental 

support. It was clear from the classroom observations that the education of at-risk learners 

has become solely the responsibility of teachers without any support from parents for the 

well-being of their children.   

  

4.8   SUMMARY  

  

In this chapter, the research results of the empirical investigation were analysed, 

interpreted and synthesised to put forward the challenges of teaching at-risk learners at a 

secondary school in Cape Town. According to Guzman (2007:1), the common 

denominator with regard to at-risk learners is providing support to them to ensure they do 



THE CHALLENGES OF TEACHING AT-RISK LEARNERS AT A SECONDARY 

SCHOOL IN CAPE TOWN  

 
 

119  

  

not drop out from school. Adequate support to at-risk learners pertains to teacher support, 

school support and family and community support.   

  

Four main themes were identified from the interviews and direct observations relating to 

the literature review findings. These themes gave insight into the challenges of teaching 

at-risk learners from a systemic point of view, as well as best practices in the education of 

at-risk learners. It was clear that teaching at-risk learners demands tailor-made teacher 

training in order to be equipped with applicable knowledge and skills to support at-risk 

learners cognitively and emotionally. The main challenges with teaching at-risk learners 

were determined to relate to behavioural issues, lack of classwork books and textbooks, 

lack of social support, and misplaced value of second chance education. A crucial factor 

representing best practices with teaching learners at risk of dropping out is mentoring and 

nurturing them with the aim being to keep at-risk learners in school to ensure successful 

schooling.  

  

The above themes were discussed based on the insights gained from interviews with 

teacher participants. The final chapter of this study will synthesise and consolidate findings 

by means of providing a summary from which conclusions will be deduced and 

recommendations made for improved practice.  

  

  

CHAPTER FIVE SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS  

  

5.1   INTRODUCTION  

  

The purpose of this chapter is to present the summary, findings and recommendations of 

this study. The main aim of the study was to understand how teachers of at-risk learners 

can be equipped to provide them with successful learning experiences. The research sub 

questions of the study were:  
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• How does teacher training equip teachers to teach at-risk learners 

successfully? 

• What are the challenges teachers teaching at-risk learners experience?  

• What is the influence of successful teaching on the learning experiences and life 

propositions of at-risk learners?  

  

The answers to these research questions will be discussed in the conclusion section of 

this chapter.  

  

5.2   SUMMARY OF THE STUDY  

  

Chapter 1 introduced the study by providing information regarding the background to the 

study (par 1.2). The motivation for the study was to contribute to the development of new 

and more comprehensive practical approaches in engaging at-risk learners in learning in 

the Western Cape region of South Africa (par 1.3). Furthermore, the study was focused 

on providing guidelines to teachers of school leaders in the delivery of quality learning 

experiences to at-risk learners.  

  

When teachers in collaboration with parents put the needs of an individual learner or a 

classroom uppermost on their agenda, that helps them in reaching out to vulnerable and 

at-risk learners, and as such increase the effectiveness of their interventions. This can be 

achieved by ensuring that there is good quality teaching and learning opportunities at 

schools as well as improved attendance and good behaviour. Good quality teaching and 

learning at schools serving at-risk learners, in particular, is deemed an important practical 

approach in ensuring that at-risk learners gain access to quality education despite their 

challenging backgrounds. It was with this intention that the main aim of the research was 

to ascertain whether teachers at the sampled school are equipped well enough through 

teacher training to educate at-risk learners successfully, and to identify the different 

challenges faced by these teachers in teaching at-risk learners. Therefore, the first focus 

of this research was on the training opportunities for teachers in South Africa relevant to 

teaching at-risk learners; the second focus was vested on the challenges faced by 
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teachers teaching at-risk learners; and, finally, the focus was on understanding what 

influence successful teaching and learning has on the life propositions of at-risk learners. 

The main research question for this study was phrased as follows:  

  

How can South African teachers be equipped to engage at-risk 

learners in successful learning experiences?  

  

The conceptualisation of at-risk learners as considered globally and locally was discussed 

relating to support for at-risk learners completing senior secondary school and 

suggestions on approaches to prevent them from disengagement with their education and 

school system. Furthermore, issues relating to the social ills in South Africa associated 

with the development of at-risk learners were discussed (par 1.2.2). A preliminary literature 

review on marginalised South African youth and the provisions of the South African Youth 

Policy (2010) was conducted. Further review of the South African education system filled 

with vulnerability and, the significant risk to social cohesion and political stability was 

conducted (par 1.2.2 & 1.2.3). The research design and methodology pertaining to a 

constructivist research paradigm, since the study reality is socially constructed, was 

outlined. The study followed a qualitative research approach with the focus on 

understanding social phenomena from a human perspective (par 1.6.2). It was clear that 

once the extent to which South African teachers are equipped in engaging at-risk learners 

in successful learning is determined, the recommendations on how to address the 

challenges that teachers of at-risk learners face in the process of educating them 

successfully could be discussed (par 1.5).  

  

Chapter 2 provided a literature study to use as a base on which to pose the relevant 

research questions presented in the semi-structured interview schedule. Research 

conducted on trends and development theories with regard to the challenges of teaching 

secondary school learners at risk in provincial regions of other countries was compared to 

the challenges of teaching secondary school learners at risk in the Western Cape region 

of South Africa (par 2.5). These trends and development theories included the increasing 

attention drawn to at-risk learners, who they are and what can schools do to help them. 



THE CHALLENGES OF TEACHING AT-RISK LEARNERS AT A SECONDARY 

SCHOOL IN CAPE TOWN  

 
 

122  

  

As several factors place learners at-risk of not completing their education, it was needful 

to view these factors from a development angle, namely human development and its 

associated problems in an educational context (par 2.1).   

  

Next, the at-risk tree metaphor (informal framework) and Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 

systems theory serving as theoretical framework for this study were discussed (par 2.2 & 

2.3). The at-risk tree metaphor was used as an informal theoretical lens to explore and 

understand the concept of working with at-risk learners. This was followed by a discussion 

of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems model articulating the fact that the quality and the 

context of a child’s surroundings determine the future propositions of a child. 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory served as the theoretical framework for this 

study (par 2.3.1, 2.3.2, 2.3.3, 2.3.4 & 2.3.5). The challenges of teaching at-risk learners in 

a local and international context were discussed as pertaining to at-risk learners’ 

behaviour and academic performance, and the numerous psychological stressors faced 

by at-risk learners such as dysfunctional family structure, substance abuse and negative 

peer interactions (par 2.6 & 2.7). Finally, in Chapter 2, the influence of teacher training in 

South Africa in addressing the challenges of at-risk learners was discussed as pertaining 

to ensuring that initial teacher training is highly standardised and fundamentally equal in 

order to promote an equitable system of education as seen in neighbouring African 

countries (par  

2.8).  

  

Chapter 3 reported on the research design and methodology used to conduct this study. 

The research design was explained, along with the research paradigm (par 3.3.1). A 

constructivist research paradigm was chosen (par 3.3.2) as the research paradigm, a 

philosophical viewpoint where people can seek understanding of the world in which they 

(at-risk learners and their teachers) live and work. From this perspective, individuals 

develop subjective meanings of their experiences and meanings directed toward certain 

objects and issues (par 3.3.2). Using phenomenology, the researcher developed a real 

life understanding of the studied phenomenon by relying on first person accounts, as these 
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accounts pertained to the challenges that teachers of at-risk learners face in the delivery 

of successful learning experiences (par 3.3.3).  

  

The qualitative research approach was used to conduct this study (par 3.3), which then 

led to the rationale for choosing qualitative research methods to collect data, namely the 

constructivist research paradigm using a phenomenological study approach (par 3.3.1). 

The research objectives pertaining to providing at-risk learners with successful learning 

experiences and exploring how teacher training in South Africa equips teachers in 

educating at-risk learners successfully were linked to the formulated research questions 

(par 3.2). Purposive sampling relating to choosing a small group of participants who had 

authoritative knowledge on the teaching at-risk learners’ topic was identified (par 3.4.1). 

The sample size comprised of only teachers with a minimum of two years working 

experience with at-risk learners. These teachers provided information-rich data about the 

phenomenon under study, namely, to approach at-risk learners in such a way that they 

are motivated to persevere with their schooling (par 3.4.2). Semi-structured face-to-face 

interviews and direct observation resulted in the collection of meaningful data transpiring 

into emerging themes, culminating into research findings as answers to the postulated 

research questions.   

  

From the formulated sub-questions from Chapter 1, four themes with sub-themes 

emerged as research findings (par 4.6). The findings pertaining to the study suggest that 

the only time when teachers were taught about at-risk learners was when they attended a 

course on education inclusivity. Based on the findings, it can be concluded that the current 

teacher training does not equip teachers of at-risk learners. Mashau (2012:55) indicates 

that, in order to capacitate prospective teachers in South Africa, pre-service training 

should not focus only on lesson plans, teaching lessons and classroom management, but 

should also encapsulate more rigorous methods and pedagogical skills to address 

challenges faced by teachers of at-risk learners (par 2.8). Furthermore, it was clear that 

behavioural issues, lack of resources and parental support, lack of social support, 

misplaced values of second chance education, and influences of at-risk learners and their 

teachers are all considered to be hindrances to the successful education of at-risk 
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learners. De Lannoy et al. (2018) argue that the effective implementation of youth 

development polices requires a comprehensive understanding of young people’s realities 

(par 2.5). The findings of the study also revealed that the degree of teacher and school 

caring and interactions with at-risk learners has a significant impact on dropout rates. 

Kennelly and Monrad (2007:11) confirm that schools successful in dealing with dropout 

problems address overall school climate in order to facilitate learner engagement. Wali 

and Saad (2018:280) suggested that several teaching approaches that help at-risk 

learners succeed academically include a greater degree of support from a caring and 

committed teacher, hence the study revealed that nowadays teachers failed to develop 

trust and rapport with at-risk learners (2.7).   

  

In line with the challenges of teaching at-risk learners, conclusions and recommendations 

are discussed next.    

  

5.3   CONCLUSIONS OF THE STUDY  

  

The conclusions of the study are discussed below aligned to the four research sub 

questions (par 1.5).  

  

5.3.1   Teacher training equipping teachers to teach learners at-risk successfully   

  

Teacher training does not fully prepare teachers teaching at-risk learners to successfully 

educate them in constructive education, the reason being that the training received at 

teacher training institutions is not effective enough and, as a result, teachers of at-risk 

learners are simply not effective in engaging with at-risk learners. On the contrary, at-risk 

learners are not encouraged to persevere with their schoolwork. The findings thus indicate 

that there is an existing gap in teacher training in South Africa in that teacher training does 

not effectively equip teachers with knowledge on their roles and responsibilities in guiding 

learners at-risk, discovering these learners’ potential, disciplining these learners 

constructively and providing learning resources of an emotional kind to aid successful 

teaching and learning. South African teacher training must be bolstered and focused on 



THE CHALLENGES OF TEACHING AT-RISK LEARNERS AT A SECONDARY 

SCHOOL IN CAPE TOWN  

 
 

125  

  

teaching at-risk learners, since most mainstream public and independent schools now 

serve at-risk learners of various degrees (par 4.6.1.1). Teachers are embodiments of the 

school as they model behaviours to learners by holding at-risk learners accountable and 

that if teachers challenge and improve the approach of the school, this approach will yield 

results in the form of model behaviour from learners (par 1.2.2). Teacher training must 

prepare teachers for the reality in classrooms as this reality pertains to understanding the 

issues associated with at-risk learners because inadequate teacher training results in an 

inability to successfully engage these learners in meaningful learning (par 2.8 & 4.6.1.1).    

  

Teachers must undergo a mind-set shift in order to successfully transform the lives of at-

risk learners. In this regard, a certain type of teacher personality is needed to successfully 

educate at-risk learners, which must be fostered by teacher training (par 4.6.1.3). 

Diversity, which pertains to culture, socio-economic status and gender approaches of 

learners, must be included as a component of teacher training, exposing prospective 

teachers to the heterogeneous reality in South African classrooms. This will contribute to 

the development of well-rounded teachers capacitated to educate at-risk learners 

successfully (par 4.6.1.2).  Difficulties of educating at-risk learners include misbehaviours 

as the result of some temporary condition of the learner and misbehaviours as an ongoing, 

repetitive matter related to the characteristics of the learner (par 2.4.2.1). Misbehaviours 

are rampart among at-risk learners and this inhibits the successful engagement of at-risk 

learners in meaningful teaching and learning. This has a negative influence on teachers 

teaching at-risk learners manifesting in these teachers developing a mind-set pertaining 

to nihilism in teaching at-risk learners (par 4.6.1.3). Teachers’ teaching tasks would have 

been easier if their pre-service education had prepared them adequately for teaching at-

risk learners because teachers only know about teaching at-risk learners when they are 

appointed at schools teaching such learners.  

  

The Department of Basic Education does not offer any in-service training to teachers 

teaching at-risk learners. The limited preparation for teaching learners at risk pertains to 

enrolment for a course on education inclusivity as part of a bachelor’s degree in education. 

Most prospective teachers leave teacher training with limited skills to teach learners at 
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risk; as a result, these learners fare poorly (Taylor, 2014). Since democracy the South 

African education system has encountered increasing numbers of at-risk learners, hence 

prospective teachers must be trained to teach these at-risk learners successfully (Van Zyl, 

2019).   

  

5.3.2   Challenges for teachers teaching at-risk learners   

  

Apart from the poor academic attainment of at-risk learners because of the debilitating 

approaches used by teachers to engage these learners, the unsuccessful engagement of 

at-risk learners is attributed to detrimental factors such as peer pressure, neglect and 

domestic violence, resulting in grade retention, chronic absenteeism, aggression and 

abuse (par 1.2 & 4.6.2).  

  

There is a greater tendency for at-risk learners to engage in delinquent behaviour and 

eventual dropout if intervention measures are not put in place. South African schools are 

filled with vulnerable learners and it is difficult for teachers to identify these learners, 

resulting in them resisting teachers and school interventions (par 1.2.3 & 4.6.2.1). At-risk 

learners have no control over themselves, presenting disruptions to learning during tuition 

times. Due to not having a significant adult in their lives, at-risk learners lack structure and 

routine resulting in them not being prepared and focused for the school day as is evident 

from not having their stationery and school books with them.  Lack of parental support for 

these learners prevails as parents show lack of commitment and support for their 

children’s education and their children’s wellbeing. This behaviour from parents leaves the 

entire accountability for at-risk learners’ wellbeing in the hands of their teachers. As 

nurturing and grooming provided by biological parents are non-existent with at-risk 

learners who are lacking trusted and committed primary caregivers, the task of nurturing 

is shifted to the teachers (par 2.2). When at-risk learners arrive at school tired, restless 

and hyperactive this is mainly attributed to substance abuse.  

  

Although the school provides social services through a permanently employed social 

worker, having one social worker to see to the social support needs of over a hundred 
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vulnerable learners daily is not adequate (par 2.4.2.2 & 4.6.2.4).  Interruptions created by 

the social worker during lesson time when learners have to attend counselling sessions 

or partake in a focus group workshop hamper successful learning. At-risk learners tend to 

target one another and perpetuate vicious acts relating to verbal abuse and physical fights 

in the classroom, which further hampers successful learning. They arrive at school 

despondent, demotivated and unwilling to accept the environment which they find 

themselves in because of the challenges they face at home and in their communities (par  

2.4.2.1 & 4.6.2.4). Although the permanently employed social worker and teachers support 

at-risk learners emotionally and cognitively at school, little is done to support these 

learners in their homes and in the community (par 2.2 & 2.3).  

  

The research site is the only school in the Western Cape that provides at-risk learners with 

a second chance at education and, according to their admission policy, they can enrol 

learners up to the age of 21 years. The research site is categorised as a special school 

due to the school’s enrolment and admission policies, serving the most vulnerable of the 

exposed, namely at-risk learners. Although learners make use of this opportunity to set 

matters right with their education, the value of a second chance at education is misplaced 

by some learners retaining the same inhibiting approaches and attitudes towards life (par 

2.6.1.3). In this regard teachers keep at-risk learners at school within a second chance 

education environment motivated by the values taught by the school that relate to family, 

respect, responsibility, perseverance and hope.  

  

The fact that some at-risk learners hamper the progress of teaching and learning, daily 

impeding the success of educating them, relates to these learners struggling to learn at 

the pace of their peers (par 2.6). If this struggling to learn is not attended to, challenges to 

persevere with learning are encountered (par 4.6.2.6). There are committed and dedicated 

teachers teaching at-risk learners. However, there are also teachers who are less 

committed to the education of these learners by being absent from school and often 

communicating a message of lack of care for them (par 4.6.2.7). The disposition of 

teachers teaching at-risk learners must not be one of anti-at-risk learners, labelling these 

learners as dropouts, giving up in trying to engage them in teaching and learning. The 
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disposition of teachers teaching at-risk learners must be to always convey a message of 

trust and commitment encouraging at-risk learners to embrace the second-chance 

opportunity to education (2.4 & 4.6.2.7).  

  

5.3.3  The influence of successful teaching on the learning experiences and life  

propositions of learners at-risk      

  

Effective school practices create a conducive learning atmosphere for learning to thrive.  

Although the successful application of effective school practices contributes to successful 

learning, the question remains whether the techniques, processes and procedures which 

are successful with mainstream schooling yield equitable results with the teaching and 

learning of at-risk learners (par 2.6.2.1). The answer is that most learners enjoy learning 

experiences, requiring a mind-set makeover which at-risk learners at the selected school 

undergo. When at-risk learners set their minds towards their education, and with the 

necessary support from all sub-systems in the ecosystems (teachers, family, external 

environment), they flourish on the needed support and guidance for optimal growth to 

derive a broadened understanding of education and why it is necessary to achieve 

academically to be empowered at making better life choices (par 1.2.1 & 2.3). In this 

regard, at-risk learners’ mind set shifts play an important role in their journey of 

transformation to a more constructive life with their retention at school  attributed to 

teachers’ support, school support, peer support and family and community involvement. 

Through the significant intervention by teachers in the education of at-risk learners, these 

learners can persevere and achieve in their educational encounters (par 2.6.2.1 & 4.6.3.1).  

  

Apart from teachers and support workers playing a role in ensuring the success of 

educating at-risk learners, the Education Department supports teachers with curriculum 

planning and provides a financial subsidy for the day-to-day operations at the selected 

school. Parental support is very low at the selected school, but teachers and support 

workers ensure that learners receive the best education possible and endeavour to break 

the cycle of poverty (par 4.6.3.1). When low socio-economic status constraints of learners 

are combatted with effective school practices, it alleviates the chances of learners 
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dropping out and thus remaining in the vicious cycle of poverty. The process gives at-risk 

learners hope and courage to remain in the schooling system and to complete their 

secondary school education (par 4.6.3.2). The provision of nutritious meals for all learners 

and the provision of transport subsidies contribute to at-risk learners completing their 

school education (par 2.6.1.1 & 4.6.3.2).  

  

In order to change the dynamics of problems faced by at-risk learners, schools develop a 

supportive school-culture that fosters connections with learners, parents and the 

community, and creates a school climate of high expectations and accountability (par 2.7). 

The degree of teacher and school caring and interactions with learners have a significantly 

positive impact on decreasing dropout rates for at-risk learners. Caring schools decrease 

dropout rates through an overall positive school climate that facilitates constant learner 

engagement (par 2.7 & 4.6.3.3). At-risk learners can be successfully educated despite 

inhibiting home and external environmental conditions (par 2.6.2), if financial support is 

provided to keep at-risk learners in school.   

  

Constructive discipline serves in fostering long lasting attitudes towards life and as a tool 

to promote academic achievement among at-risk learners. When teachers invest their 

time and effort in the education of at-risk learners by means of constructive discipline, 

these learners become well-rounded human beings that want to achieve academically 

(par 4.6.4.2). Constructive discipline relates to developing trust and rapport with at-risk 

learners because these learners do not trust anyone due to trauma previously 

experienced. Assisting at-risk learners to succeed academically includes focused support 

from a caring and committed teacher. When at-risk learners are encouraged, cared for 

and supported adequately, they are likely to stay in the school system and complete their 

secondary school education (par 2.7 & 4.6.4.2).     

  

5.4   RECOMMENDATIONS  

  

The main objective of this study was to understand how teachers of at-risk learners can 

be equipped to provide them with successful learning experiences. Considering the 
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findings from the collected data, recommendations based on both the literature study and 

empirical investigation are proposed. As teachers and parents of at-risk learners are 

stakeholders in supporting and motivating them to stay in the school system and complete 

their secondary school education, recommendations focus on teacher training, and mind-

sets towards teaching learners at risk.  

  

5.4.1   Recommendation with regard to research objective one  

  

Research objective one was to determine how teacher training in South Africa equips 

teachers in educating learners at risk successfully.   

  

RECOMMENDATION: Inadequate training at teacher training institutions debilitates   

teachers to engage at-risk learners in constructive education. To address this issue of 

inadequate training, South African teacher training must be bolstered and focused on at-

risk learners, since most mainstream public and independent schools now serve at-risk 

learners of various degrees (par 4.6.1.1). For teacher training to provide adequate training 

to teachers teaching at-risk learners, teacher training must include a module on diversity, 

which pertains to culture, socio-economic status and gender approaches of learners. A 

training module on diversity will expose prospective teachers to the reality in classrooms, 

developing them into well-rounded teachers capacitated to educate at-risk learners 

successfully (par 4.6.1.2).   

  

Teachers teaching at-risk learners must have a mind-set that understands and has 

sympathy with the behaviours of the learners they teach.  Common practice in dealing 

with the behaviours of learners at risk must be highlighted in workshops by means of 

regular in-service training since teacher training in South Africa lacks such pre-service 

training. The content of these workshops must be focused on topics like discipline, 

motivation, perseverance, responsibility and goal setting. This will give the teachers full 

ownership and confidence in the education process of at-risk learners (par 2.4.2.1). 

Provincial Departments of Education must be responsible for in-service professional 

training to teachers teaching learners at risk (par 2.6 & 4.6.1.4).       
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5.4.2   Recommendation with regard to research objective two  

  

Research objective two was focused on identifying teachers’ challenges and experiences 

with teaching learners at risk. The unsuccessful engagement of at-risk learners in their 

schoolwork is because of peer pressure, neglect and domestic violence resulting in grade 

retention, chronic absenteeism, aggression and abuse (par 1.2 & 4.6.2).   

  

RECOMMENDATION: Teachers of at-risk learners must have measures in place to help 

them understand the value of an education through a second chance at education. As 

learners’ disposition towards education influences learning negatively when such 

dispositions are of negative intent, the school leadership and teachers must jointly develop 

a school culture which is value driven to enable at-risk learners to cultivate a better 

understanding of life and the essence of a second-chance at education (par 2.6.2.1 & 

4.6.2.6). As learners’ success in learning depends on their positive disposition towards 

life, at-risk learners who are successful in completing their high school education is 

attributed to the values taught at school (par 2.6.2.1 & 4.6.2.5).   

  

As learners at risk do not enjoy the support of a dedicated primary caretaker, teachers 

must engage in dedicated teaching practices showing support and compassion for their 

learners (par 2.2 & 2.3). Teachers must encourage and motivate their at-risk learners 

constantly during tuition time and at school assemblies. Pastoral care motivates learners 

to succeed academically and to stay in school to complete their secondary school 

education (par 2.6.2.1). The notion of at-risk learners to drop out must be reprogrammed 

by skilled teachers who discern misbehaviour in a learner as that of someone who is in 

need of discipline and nurture (par 2.6).   

  

Teachers of at-risk learners must demonstrate commitment to their education. Being 

absent from school often conveys a message of lack of care for at-risk learners (par 

4.6.2.7). Teachers of at-risk learners must be present every day thus conveying the 
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message of commitment to their education; a message of trust and commitment must 

always be conveyed in classroom  (par 2.4.4.2 & 4.6.2.7).  

  

5.4.3   Recommendation regarding research objective three  

  

Research objective three was focused on establishing the influence which successful 

teaching has on the life experiences and life propositions of at-risk learners.  

  

RECOMMENDATION: Using effective schooling practices creates a conducive learning 

atmosphere for learning to thrive. The successful application of effective schooling 

practices contributes to successful learning, also with regard to the teaching and learning 

of at-risk learners (par 2.6.2.1).  

  

Learners enjoy meaningful learning experiences, attributing to a positive mind-set 

makeover for learners at risk.  At-risk learners’ positive mind-set shifts play an important 

role in their journey of transformation to a more constructive life. Teachers of at-risk 

learners must therefore continue to provide significant teaching and learning interventions 

as these provide opportunities for at-risk learners to achieve in their educational 

endeavours (par  

2.6.2.1 & 4.6.3.1).  

  

Through the help of all support structures as referred to in Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 

systems theory, at-risk learners derive a better and broadened understanding of education 

and why it is necessary to achieve academically, and why they are empowered at making 

better life choices (par 2.3). Therefore, life skill training must be provided to at-risk 

learners. Life skill knowledge pertaining to drug awareness, time management, computer 

skills training and constructive leisure time engagement will afford at-risk learners the 

opportunity to derive a broadened understanding of the value of an education and 

decisions on life choices.  
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With parental support limited and with parents who had no education trying to ensure that 

the same condition is not repeated in the lives of their children, teachers and support 

workers must ensure that learners receive the best education possible seeing that 

education can be a means to break the vicious cycle of poverty (par 4.6.3.1). Schools 

must develop supportive school cultures that foster connections with learners, parents and 

the community, and create a school climate of high expectations and accountability (par 

2.7). Creating a caring and supportive learning environment assists at-risk learners to 

thrive academically. Kennelly and Monrad (2007) confirm that caring schools decrease 

dropout rates through an overall positive school climate that facilitates constant learner 

engagement (par 2.7 & 4.6.3.3).  

  

When teachers invest their time and effort in the education of at-risk learners, these 

learners become well-rounded human beings who want to achieve academically (par 

4.6.4.2). As at-risk learners do not trust anyone due to trauma previously experienced, 

their teachers must cultivate a culture of trust and rapport. Teachers must assist at-risk 

learners to succeed academically by being motivated, cared for and supported 

emotionally, thus encouraging them to stay in the school system and complete their 

secondary school education (par 2.7 & 4.6.4.2).    

  

5.5   SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER STUDY  

  

Prospects for research regarding teaching learners at risk are the following:    

  

▪ The first suggestion for further study relates to establishing the correlation 

between school support and academic achievement of at-risk learners. This 

entails establishing the degree of school support towards the good academic 

achievement of at-risk learners.  

▪ The second suggestion is to investigate strategies to involve parents of at-risk  

learners in their children’s education because most of these parents play a very 

small role in the education of their children. Research about possible methods 
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that schools and the social systems might employ to assist such parents to 

improved care of their children will contribute to enhanced learning.     

▪ The third suggestion for further study pertains to investigating school leadership 

measures relevant in addressing school dropout rates at schools catering for 

high numbers of learners potentially at risk of dropping out of the school system.  

Retaining more learners in the school system is possible through the 

development of good leadership structures in secondary schools.  

▪ The last suggestion pertains to determining the success of learning experiences 

of at-risk learners for an improved quality of adult life engagement.  

  

5.6   LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY   

  

This study on the challenges of teaching at-risk learners at a secondary school was limited 

to one independent school serving at-risk learners in the Western Cape.  

  

The size of this sample, representing a typical qualitative study (par 3.3.1), is the most 

obvious limitation of the study. This cannot support the general theory on the challenges 

of teaching at-risk learners at secondary schools because research at different schools in 

various communities will lead to different findings.  

  

The main aim of the research was to understand how teachers of at-risk learners can be 

equipped to provide their at-risk learners with successful learning experiences. These 

findings were reported in Chapter 4. Although no attempt is made to generalise the 

findings, the challenges experienced by the school pertaining to at-risk learners holds true 

for schools in similar conditions.    

  

5.7   CONCLUDING REMARKS  

  

The main aim of the research was to find out what the challenges are when teaching at-

risk secondary school learners. It further investigated the challenges that teachers of at-
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risk learners face and solutions that can be implemented to successfully engage these 

learners in constructive education.  

  

The study revealed the following solutions:  

  

• Teacher training must accommodate a focus on at-risk learners.  

• At-risk learners must understand the value of a second chance at education.  

• Teachers must use appropriate teaching practice to support at-risk learners.   

• Professional development in the form of in-service teacher training must equip 

teachers to teach learners at risk.    

• Schools must create supportive school cultures that foster connections with 

learners, parents and the community.  

  

The present study has focused on the inadequacies of teacher training in South Africa to 

prepare teachers to teach learners at risk. The study has also emphasised the need for 

in-service teacher training to engage at-risk learners in constructive education. If teachers 

of at-risk learners are provided with enough pre-service and in-service training to engage 

with learners at risk, this will contribute to successful learning for these learners.     
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