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ABSTRACT

The COVID-19 pandemic resulted in South Africa being placed on alert level 5 from
27 March 2020 for the lockdown period, with restrictions on the movement of persons
and goods in terms of the Disaster Management Act, Act 57 of 2002. The strict
lockdown measures resulted in social isolation, the closing of schools and the
economic environment, and the closing of all social events, sports, and religious

gatherings.

The purpose of this study was to develop an in-depth understanding of the
experiences and challenges high school learners faced in a low socio-economic
environment during the COVID-19 nationwide lockdown to explore the challenges high
school learners face during any disaster when schools are forced to close. This study
was done from a social work perspective to contribute to school social work practices
providing for the emotional and material needs of high school learners during any
disaster. Therefore, the experiences and challenges of school social workers in this

situation were also explored.

The researcher used the ecological system theory. This study undertook a case-study-
based qualitative approach to investigate the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic,
complimented by the explorative, descriptive, and contextual designs. Data collection
was carried out through face-to-face, semi-structured interviews guided by a set of
open-ended questions, involving both high school learners and school social workers.
Additionally, their behaviour was observed and documented during these interviews.

A purposive sample was selected from the research population for this purpose.

The research population for this study included all high school learners as well as
school social workers from different schools in a low socio-economic environment in
the Pretoria West suburb of Pretoria. The process that the researcher used to analyse
the qualitative generated data involved the steps set out by Tesch and the ATLAS.ti
23 software qualitative research tool used for coding and analysing transcripts. Data
were verified through participants' review, triangulation, peer examination, and the
audit trail.

The study offers significant insights and recommendations for school social workers



dealing with high school learners from a vulnerable environment during a forced school
closure. The study found that high school learners and school social workers
appreciated the chance to share their narratives and vent their emotions. Forced
school closure compromised the rights of learners to education, continuing to provide
essential material needs, emotional support, socialisation, and emotional well-being.
On the other hand, school social workers were not able to fully provide for the above
needs due to the lockdown restrictions, limited resources, lack of training, limited
access to learners, and emotional strain. The results include that school social workers
play a vital role when schools are forced to close during a pandemic or disaster, to
seek agreeable measures to assist learners with their material and psycho-social
needs. Using the study's findings, the researcher created a list of suggestions for
social policies, social work practice, further research, training and a contribution to

social work knowledge.

KEY CONCEPTS

Experiences, challenges, high school learners, COVID-19, nationwide lockdown,

disaster, low socio-economic environment, and school forced closure.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION AND GENERAL ORIENTATION TO THE STUDY

1.1 INTRODUCTION

The introductory chapter of this research focuses on the experiences and challenges
faced during a disaster by high school learners from a low socio-economic
environment. It provides insights from a social work perspective into why this study
was undertaken and outlines its approach. It encompasses background information,
the formulation of the research problem, the rational for the research, the theoretical
framework, research inquiries, and the study's goal and objectives. Subsequently, it
delves into the research methodology, methods employed, data collection, and
analysis techniques, followed by a discussion on maintaining the study's reliability.
Ethical considerations, fundamental research concepts, and the dissertation format

are also elucidated. The chapter concludes with a concise summary.

The study examines the experiences and challenges faced by high school learners

and social workers during the COVID-19 pandemic in low socio-economic settings.

1.2 BACKGROUND

Against the backdrop of the unprecedented COVID-19 pandemic, this initial section of
the research investigates the profound impact of this global crisis on schools, learners,
and the appointed social workers who played a fundamental role in navigating the
challenges faced by high school learners hailing from economically disadvantaged
backgrounds. This information serves to establish the contextual framework for the

study.

In China, in the city of Wuhan, the first case of Coronavirus 2019 disease (COVID-19)
was diagnosed in late December 2019 and identified as respiratory syndrome
Coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) that caused the global COVID-19 pandemic. Although
China tried to confine the spread of the virus, this extremely contagious virus spread
rapidly throughout different countries (Wu, Chen & Chan, 2020:217). According to the



World Bank (WB), resulting from the contagious COVID-19 disease, more than 160
countries had ordered school closures as of 24 March 2020, affecting more than 1.6
billion children, or more than 91% of all learners globally (Golding & Jackson,
2021:523).

The World Health Organization (WHO) declared the COVID-19 outbreak on 11 March
2020 as a pandemic (Sancho, Mondragon, Santamaria & Munitis, 2021:1). The
National Institute of Communicable Diseases (2020) reported the first case of COVID-
19 in South Africa on 5 March 2020. This contagious disease spread throughout South
Africa and the government required it necessary to implement restrictions on the
movement and socialisation of citizens (National Institute of Communicable Diseases,
2020). South Africa was placed on alert level 5, from 27 March 2020, with strict
restrictions on the movement of people and goods as stipulated in the Disaster
Management Act, Act 57 of 2002 (South Africa, 2020a).

Since the outbreak of the pandemic, numerous studies about the effect of the
lockdown regulations and restrictions of movement and human interaction on people,
in various countries have been published (AlAzzam, Abuhammad, Abdalrahim &
Hamdan-Mansour, 2021; Duby, Bunce, Fowler, Bergh, Jonas, Dietrich et al., 2022;
Sikorska, Lipp, Wrébel & Wyra, 2021). More psychological suffering was linked to the
lockdown period in Germany, China, and the United States due to greater isolation
and a decline in social contacts (Shepherd, Evans, Gupta, McDonough, Doyle-Baker
et al., 2021:2). Any individual who underwent one of these lockdowns found them to
be psychologically upsetting and unpleasant. Young people, who are more susceptible
than adults to acquire psychological disorders, may be particularly vulnerable to the
negative effects of isolation, including school closings, since lockdown disturbs their
social ties and physical activity (Panchal, Salazar, Gonzalo, Franco, Moreno et al.,
2021:2). Studies revealed that in China, Jordan, the United States, and Austria
adolescents’ mental health with symptoms of depression, anxiety, eating disorders,
and negative thoughts, were affected due to limited social interaction, difficulties in
schoolwork, changes in their daily routines, fear of becoming ill, boredom,
uncertainties about family and friends (AlAzzam et al., 2021:242; Hsieh, Powell, Tan
& Chen 2021:2; Pieh, Plener, Probst, Dale & Humer, 2021:3; Zhang, Ye, Fu, Yang,
Luo et al., 2020:748).



According to Business-human rights (2020) Dr Gabrielle Wills of Stellenbosch
University, during the COVID-19 period, many South African homes went through
extreme hardships and adults were able to protect their children from hunger, but this
ability waned. To worsen the hardships, job losses in COVID-19 times were more

intense among low-income households.

The strict lockdown measures resulted in social isolation, the closing of schools, and
the economic environment as well as the closing of all social, sports, and religious
gatherings (South Africa, 2022a; Sancho et al., 2021:2). The closing of schools and
the discontinuation of school food programmes exacerbated the fear of starvation
among the poor (Nwosu & Oyenubi, 2021:9). It is noted that not only a COVID-19
disaster can close schools, but also any disaster such as hurricanes, tornadoes,
earthquakes, war, and other traumatic events which are frequently described in school
safety and crisis literature (Capp, Watson, Astor, Kelly & Benbenishty, 2021:79-88).

Schools, especially those in low socio-economic environments, provide for far more
different needs beyond the education and socialization of learners. These critical
services include aspects such as nutrition, health, and mental health (Hsieh et al.,
2021:2). The closure of schools and termination of the school feeding programmes
worsened the threat of hunger among the poor (Nwosu & Oyenubi, 2021:9). Another
factor is that some high school learners were exposed to punitive parenting, abuse, or
neglect within the family because of their parent's emotional distress, which made

them more vulnerable (Hsieh et al., 2021:2).

High school learners’ outcries for help due to the lack of basic needs, limited food
resources, and hunger, were alarming and not visible to the outside world due to the
lockdown. The United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO) issued a statement that confirmed the above-mentioned concerns on the
adverse consequences of school closure, emphasising that vulnerable and
marginalized learners suffered severely due to the lockdown restrictions (UNESCO,
2021). Interrupted learning, poor nutrition, confusion and stress for teachers, parents
unprepared for home-schooling and distance learning, gaps in childcare, high costs,
unintended strain on healthcare systems, increased pressure on schools and school

systems that remained open, a rise in dropout rates, increased exposure to violence

3



and exploitation, social isolation, and more were among the consequences of the
lockdown (UNESCO, 2021).

Hosted by the Sedibeng District Municipality at Vereeniging City Hall in April 2021 a
dialogue with Minister Angie Motshekga and learners took place on how the pandemic
affected school learners. A learner stated that her right to health, education, freedom,
food, and safety had been invaded by the changes that happened due to the COVID-
19 pandemic (Moatshe, 2021).

Closing schools in South Africa not only limited access to services such as school
lunches, medical care in schools, and the distribution of sanitary supplies, it also
isolated high school learners from social support and reduced opportunities for social
and cognitive development and socialisation, thereby escalating unmet mental health
needs of already vulnerable children. Apart from the school’s educational role, the
important role of the school regarding the socialisation of learners is emphasised.
Eight Italian professionals prepared a statement titled "School is Health" in which they
emphasize the importance of the school and how socialization with peers is mostly
done inside the school community (Tavormina, 2021:149; Hatzichristou et al.,
2021:591).

In addition, schools are part of the safety net where abuse or neglect can be reported.
It is of great concern that during the time of the pandemic, the social care systems’
ability to protect learners in many countries was reduced as shown by a large fall in

child protection referrals (Viner, Russell, Saulle, Croker, Stansfield et al., 2022:2).

High school learners seemed to be less than adults at risk for contracting severe
COVID-19 symptoms, however they experienced other challenges such as social
distancing and interruption of school routines (Volkin, 2020). The WHO describes
adolescence (high school learners) as a period in human growth and development
that occurs normally between the ages of 10 and 19 years (Pringle, Mills, McAteer,
Jepson, Hogg et al., 2016). Puberty refers to the rapid bodily changes that occur
throughout adolescence. The process begins gradually, at roughly 11 years of age for
girls and 13 years for boys. Hormonal changes throughout puberty can lead to mental

issues like moodiness and restlessness, even before physical changes are visible
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(Tidy, 2023). In addition to the neurological, hormonal, and physical changes brought
on by puberty, changes in high school learners’ social contexts are crucial since they
are in the time of life when mental health issues are most prone to arise (Duby et al.,
2022:2). According to Weiten (2016:320), the following issues are also important
factors in adolescents (high school learners), namely their self-esteem, moral
development, socializing processes, cognitive maturation, and physical development.
The sense of belonging also intensifies in this developmental stage (Weiten,
2016:317).

The COVID-19 pandemic had an impact on the emotional well-being of high school
learners in especially low socio-economic environments. It was important to recognise
the diversity of high school learners during this time and there must be cautioned
against singular ideas of young people’s experiences and realities during a pandemic.
There are differences in experiences and impacts, but there are also connections
between race, gender, poverty, geopolitics, and age (Gittings, Toska, Medley, Cluver,
Logie et al., 2021:957). These unique experiences and differences need to be
explored to assist and guide social workers to provide effective services to this
vulnerable segment of the population in future disasters.

In South Africa, vulnerable and marginalized high school learners suffered as well.
According to the South African government, a child is considered vulnerable if his or
her survival, care, protection, or development may be at risk because of a specific
condition, circumstance, or occurrence that prevents the exercise of such rights
(Weiten, 2016:325). Compliance with the Children's Act 38 of 2005's Chapter Two
"The Bill of Rights" (South Africa, 2006), which outlines children's essential rights to
be cared for and protected from abuse and neglect, was damaged by the nationwide

lockdown and restrictions, according to Fouché, Fouché, and Theron (2020:3).

According to Fouché et al. (2020:3), the media stated that during the nationwide
lockdown, violence against children escalated, with mental abuse being the most
common, followed by physical and sexual assault. The difficulty of escaping or
reporting the abuse because of movement limitations, which prevented them from
visiting their extended family, schools, community-based leisure facilities, and faith-

based communities, increased their susceptibility (Fouché et al., 2020:3).
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In an article that was published by the United Nations International Children’s
Emergency Fund (UNICEF), a social worker at Childline South Africa raised her
concerns about the negative impact of the nationwide lockdown on domestic violence,
gender-based violence, and sexual abuse (UNICEF, 2020b). The nature of social work
services had to adjust to the limitations, but the occurrences of violence against
women and children rose during the lockdown, and the only intervention that could
materialize was a conversation over the phone (UNICEF, 2020b). Thus, only limited
services could be provided by South African school social workers during the forced
school closure, which implicated that the emotional and material needs of high school

learners could not be met.

Although the experiences and challenges of the high school learner were investigated,
it was also important to explore the experiences and challenges of social workers who
provided limited services to these high school learners. The researcher correlated
these two components so that there would be a more meaningful outcome of the
research. School social workers formed part of the research population in this study
because it was crucial to recognise that school social workers’ involvement with high
school learners who may have experienced challenges during the forced school
closure, was limited or non-existent. School social workers had an important role to
play regarding these unheard outcries for the help of vulnerable high school learners.
As a result, it was necessary to comprehend and revisit the nature of school social
work if schools were forced to close, given that social workers are just one of several
specialist fields that provide social assistance, socio-emotional support, and crisis

intervention to high school learners and their families (Capp, et al., 2021:79).

In the section below the study problem is formulated.

1.3 DESCRIPTION OF THE RESEARCH PROBLEM

People are fascinating, and the possibility of understanding who we are, what we think,
and why we do what we do, leads to an almost unlimited array of questions. Therefore,
coming up with a research idea should be very straightforward. We must be curious
and ask ourselves why particular patterns of behaviour occur to turn these inquiries

into valid research questions (Christensen, Johnson & Turner, 2015:68). A research

6



problem, according to Creswell (2016:88), is something that needs to be addressed
and handled, and he recommends qualitative researchers to think about research
problems in terms such as the nature of "real-life" and "literature" difficulties, according

to the problem statement.

Research on the impact of COVID-19 on high school learners has extensively explored
various dimensions including educational, psychological, and social effects. Studies
have documented significant learning disruptions, educational equity, remote learning
modalities, access to technology. Furthermore, research has highlighted the
psychological stress and anxiety about academic future, social isolation and health
risks (AlAzzam et al., 2021:242; Hsieh, Powell, Tan & Chen 2021:2; Maldonado & De
Witte, 2021; Panchal et al., 2021:2; Pieh, Plener, Probst, Dale & Humer, 2021:3;
Shepherd et al., 2021:2; Zhang, Ye, Fu, Yang, Luo et al., 2020:748).

Extensive research has been conducted on the role of the social workers during the
pandemic in the South Korea, Romania, New Zealand, Italy, UK, Netherland,
Germany, Israel and the findings are that social workers play an important role during
disasters, providing valuable help to individuals, families, and communities in need.
However, various obstacles may limit their efficiency in these instances (Banks &
Rutter, 2022:3462; Beltran, Yalim, Morris & Taylor, 2023:428; Calcaterra & Landi,
2023:257; Crawford, 2021:456; ltzhaki-Braun, 2021:714; Truell & Crompton, 2020:36).

It needed to be accentuated the studies, through mixed methods, interviews and rapid
reviews had shown that high school learners suffered emotionally and physically
during the COVID-19 pandemic in South Africa (Duby et al., 2022:10; Fouché, et al.,
2020:1; Moatshe, 2021; Nwosu & Oyenubi, 2021:9). Duby et al. (2022:2), stated that
limited information is known about the impact of COVID-19 on the mental health on
adolescents and the challenges they faced in low socio-economic areas. During a
dialogue, a learner in Gauteng felt that learners’ human rights were violated because
their movement was restricted, and they did not have access to the necessary services
that schools provide (Moatshe, 2021).

While extensive research was done on the role of school social work during a

pandemic in countries such as USA and Italy (Capp et al.,2021:79; Cifuentes-Faura,
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2020:795; Kelly, Benbenishty, Watson & Astor, 2021:13) more knowledge was needed
on what the nature of school social work services needs to be, to provide these critical
services in South African schools. Social workers provide an invaluable contribution
to addressing the educational, emotional, and social needs of learners and families
but there remains a noticeable gap in the literature concerning the specific role of
school social workers during a disaster, including pandemics within the South African
context due to the fact that school social work is a novel development (Ntshingila & du
Plessis-Faurie, 2023:2). Fouche et al. (2020:3) did a rapid assessment regarding the
impact of lockdown limitations on the susceptibility of South African children to abuse
and neglect, as well as requests for social scientists to advise legislation and other
government institution. Therefore, it was necessary to study the impact of forced
school closure on the high school learner and the critical support role school social
workers fulfil during unprecedented times. It underscores the need for more targeted
studies that examine how these professionals navigate the complexity of a disaster in
a South African setting and how learners’ experiences are shaped by such events,
thereby providing insight that could guide policy and practice in similar future

scenarios.

Due to the forced school closure, school social workers and members from other
professions could not render critical services. These critical services included aspects
such as nutrition, health, and mental health (Hsieh et al., 2021:2). In schools, services
that included material and emotional support were not provided during the forced
school closure during the nationwide lockdown. Okafor (2021:3) referred to Cooper
and Briggs, 2014 that stated that the presence of the social work profession gives a
wonderful chance to set the foundation for future interventions and place itself in a
unigue position to address difficulties in pandemics and disasters.

The study's problem statement revolved around the lack of knowledge regarding the
experiences and challenges encountered by high school learners during a disaster or
pandemic when schools in low socio-economic areas were forced to close.
Understanding these experiences and challenges and additionally gaining insight from
a social work perspective into the experiences and challenges faced by school social
workers who could only offer limited services to these high school learners, would

contribute to aligning and enhancing service delivery strategies for future disaster
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scenarios.

Therefore, the research problem addressed in this study is summarised as follows:

Insufficient information is available on the experiences and challenges of high
school learners' and social workers in the face of COVID-19 disaster in low socio-

economic environments.

In the following section, the rationale for the research is discussed.

1.4 RATIONALE FOR RESEARCH

The justification for a study must be expressed explicitly. It should ideally contribute to
reducing the insufficiency of material in the literature, explaining or resolving a specific
issue, and enhancing the researcher's professional growth (Dudovskiy 2018:2,6,10).
A research study's rationale is based on the recognized problem and aims to explain
the reason for the investigation or "why" the study is being conducted (Merriam &
Tisdell 2016:76).

During this study, the researcher was employed as a school social worker rendering
services to learners, including supporting learners with their emotional, mental, and
physical well-being, at a high school in a low socio-economic area. Her observation
over the last two years during the pandemic and restrictions was that a large number
of learners experienced stress-related feelings without the support or intervention of
any professional services. The researcher commenced this study to contribute to
finding a solution to the challenges faced during future disasters and restrictions. This
study was designed to shed light on the experiences and challenges encountered by
high school learners during the nationwide lockdown. It aimed to identify ways in which
social services could enhance support for high school learners during forced school

closures, ultimately leading to improved service delivery to this group.

Based on the preliminary literature review conducted, the researcher detected that the
emotional well-being of high school learners was compromised during these times.
The researcher discovered various worldwide and South African studies that focused
on the immediate effects of the unique pandemic and the constraints, on the
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experiences and challenges high school learners faced during the nationwide
lockdown (Moatshe, 2021; Panchal et al., 2021). The researcher embarked on a study
to determine the experiences and challenges faced by high school learners during

forced school closure in a low socio-economic area from a social work perspective.

The researcher embarked on this study to contribute to a solution to enable school
social workers to enhance their service delivery to learners during a forced school
closure, such as a pandemic or disaster. School social workers' interventions and
support during hurricanes, tornadoes, earthquakes, war, and other traumatic events
are frequently described in school safety and crisis literature. Still, little historical
research has been done to date that describes the function of school social workers

during pandemics (Capp et al., 2021:79).

There was a gap in the literature and a need for further investigations on the impact of
a disaster and forced school closure in low socio-economic environments. The critical
role of the social work profession and school social workers needed to be investigated
regarding rendering assistance, establishing intervention programmes, and liaising

between the various stakeholders involved in the high school learner’s life.

Exploring these challenges through the lens of the school social worker provided a
unique viewpoint on the consequences of such a disaster on learners and their coping
mechanisms in times of a forced school closure. This would assist school social
workers in improving social work practices at schools and guide social policy
development in responding to these needs, thus contributing to improving high school

learners’ mental health in general.

It is vital to capture the unique views that school social workers give during a pandemic
since they are one of the several specialists that provide social support, emotional and
psychological growth, emergency assistance, and emotional assistance to learners

and their families (Capp et al., 2021:79).

In the section below the theoretical framework that directed this study is unpacked.
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1.5 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The theoretical framework of this study revolves around the ecological systems theory,
notably Bronfenbrenner's model, which encompasses five interrelated systems that
impact individuals' development (Kail & Cavanaugh, 2016:17-18) These systems
include the microsystem (the immediate environment), mesosystem (interactions
between microsystems), exosystem (indirect influences), macrosystem (cultural

factors), and chronosystem (changes over time) (Kail & Cavanaugh, 2016:17-18).

In the context of school social work, this theoretical framework provides a holistic
perspective on how high school learners' experiences and challenges during the
COVID-19 pandemic were influenced by various systems within their environment and
society. The study acknowledges that learners are part of interconnected systems,

and their experiences were compromised during the nationwide lockdown.

By applying the ecological systems theory, the researcher aimed to understand how
social isolation, resulting from disrupted interactions within these systems, affected
high school learners during the pandemic and its implications for future disasters.

The study's focus was on identifying influences, interactions, changes, and capacity-
building opportunities for school social workers, aligning with the ecological system
theory. This theoretical framework served as a guiding structure to explore the
experiences and challenges faced by high school learners during the pandemic and
to enhance the role of school social workers in supporting and improving services
during similar crises. Bronfenbrenner’'s ecological system theory is portrayed as

follows in Figure 1-1 (Guy-Evans, 2020):
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Figure 1-1: Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological System Theory (adapted from Guy-
Evans, 2020)

Figure 1-1 presents an overview of how these interconnected systems influenced the
high school learners' experiences and challenges and school social workers’ services
during the nationwide lockdown, in the form of an illustration. This systems-based
approach offers valuable insights into understanding and addressing the impact of
social isolation on learners and the role of school social workers in disaster support
and recovery. The theoretical framework is examined in greater depth in Chapter Two,
to provide a clear grasp of how the systems influenced each other. In the next section,

the key concepts of this study are defined.

1.6 DEFINITION OF KEY CONCEPTS

The definitions of the key terms used in this research are described by clarifying

essential concepts and applying them to the current study.
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1.6.1 Experiences

Experiences are defined as the process with which a person detected, encountered,
or underwent something and gained knowledge or wisdom from what has been
personally detected, undergone, or encountered (Dictionary.com: s.v. “experiences”,
2022).

According to Merriam-Webster (s.v. “experiences”, 2022), experience means that one
directly observes or participates in events and gain a basis of knowledge and therefore
has been affected by or gained knowledge through observing or participating in the
event. According to Ingleby (2018:81) social workers focus on how children see and
develop their own reality. Sociologists such as Weber investigate the nature of
verstehen or 'understanding' that occurs within the child's mind. Each child has a
distinct childhood experience. The view of the social world helps us understand why
there is so much diversity within it. Individual perceptions of childhood are crucial,
given each child's unique perspective. Understanding childhood helps social workers
recognize children's individual rights. It allows social workers to meet the needs of
children (Ingleby, 2018:81).

In this study, the term ‘experience’ refers to the collective personal encounters,
observations, and meanings resulting from the conscious lived through the COVID-19

nationwide lockdown.

1.6.2 Challenges

Challenges are defined as when a person encounters a circumstance that requires
significant mental or physical effort to complete something successfully, and their
abilities will be put to the test (Cambridge Dictionary, (s.v. “challenges”, 2022).
Challenges are obstacles evaluated as opportunities rather than a threat. When a
person judges a challenge according to his adequate coping resources and improves
the situation to overcome the stress associated with the obstacle, a threat becomes a
challenge (American Psychological Association, 2022a).

In this study ‘challenges’ is defined as any factor that was an obstacle faced by a high
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school learner or school social worker during the COVID-19 nationwide lockdown, that
needed great mental and physical effort to deal with and resulted in the testing of the

ability of the learner or school social worker.

1.6.3 Disaster

Disaster is a severe obstacle to the ability of a community or society to operate at any
level caused by harmful events interacting with vulnerability, capacity, and exposure
situations, which may result in one or more of the following effects: Losses in personal,
material, economic, and/or environmental terms. The effects of a disaster may linger
for a long time, but it can also be quick and limited. In some severe cases, aid from
national or international levels may be needed (United Nations Office for Disaster Risk
Reduction, 2023). As stated above disasters may highlight problematic conditions. If
a country lacks a strong economic infrastructure, we can see that learners are
disadvantaged on a massive scale. Learners with learning challenges may not have
the same support and experiences. It is critical to recognise that the type of children's
material circumstances has a significant impact on their growth and development
(Ingleby, 2018:70).

This affirms the above definition that a disaster is a sudden catastrophic event that
overwhelms a community's or society's resources, resulting in extensive harm and
disruption (Comfort, 2015).

Disasters were once thought of as discrete, time-and-space-constrained catastrophes
that disturb social order and impair a community's or society's ability to function. More
recently, social science has formulated disasters as coming from longer-term global
and societal processes, which enhance the possibility of loss, rather than from physical
factors that cause them at specific moments. Disasters can have devastating effects,

such as fatalities, injuries, and widespread societal disruption (Tierney, 2019).
During school closures due to disasters, it is necessary for this study to take notice of
the role of school social workers to continue providing services to learners such as

child protection, providing food and mental health support for vulnerable learners
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during these difficult times.

1.6.4 High school learners

A learner is a student at any learning facility, school, further education, training entity,
or adult educational centre in South Africa. The learner must be registered at an
institution (South African Council for Educators, 2022). In the South African education
system, secondary schools or high schools run from Grade 8 to Grade 12 (South Africa
Education, 2022). For the purpose of this study, the participants were high school
learners between 16 and 19 years old, in Grades 10 to 12. During the strict nationwide
lockdown in 2020 the learners who participated in this research were from the ages of
13 to 16 years.

1.6.5 COVID-19

According to the WHO (World Health Organization, 2022), Coronavirus disease
(COVID-19) is an infectious illness caused by a unique coronavirus that is now known
as severe acute respiratory syndrome, Coronavirus type 2 (SARS-CoV-2; formerly
called 2019-nCoV) COVID-19, is an acute viral respiratory tract infection, as previously
stated. Other diagnoses, such as influenza, parainfluenza, adenovirus infection,
respiratory syncytial virus infection, metapneumovirus infection, and atypical
pathogens like Chlamydophila pneumonia (C. pneumoniae) and Mycoplasma
pneumonia (M. pneumoniae) infections, should be considered in this regard (Wu et
al., 2020:219). The researcher employed the COVID-19 pandemic situation during 2
years as a case study to investigate the experiences and challenges faced by high

school learners and school social workers during a disaster.

It was necessary to be aware of the extent of the restrictions caused by this novel virus

which caused a pandemic and to take note of it in this research study.

1.6.6 Restrictions

According to the Cambridge Dictionary (s.v. “restrictions”, 2022), a restriction is
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something that limits someone's actions or movement, or limits the number, size, or
other characteristics of something. It is also described as a formal limit or control on
what people or businesses can do or what can happen (Cambridge University Press,
2022).

During a national state of disaster, alert levels define the number of limitations (South
Africa, 2020a). In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, South Africa was placed on
alert level 5 on 26 March 2020 for the period of the lockdown, with restrictions on the
movement of persons and goods as already indicated (South Africa, 2020a). This
remained in force till 31 April 2020. Previously, the country was placed on alert level 4
from 1 May to 31 May 2020. Subsequently the levels were reduced till reaching alert
level 1 on 21 September 2020. On 28 December 2020, the country was placed back
on level 3, and in 2021, the levels were altered between level 1 and level 4. For the
purpose of this study, it is important to take notice of the return dates of the school
learners to school. According to the Department of Education’s notice in Government
Gazette no. 304 of 2020 (South Africa, 2020b), issued after the strict nationwide
lockdown, the following return dates for primary and high school learners were ordered
as follows: Grades 7 and 12 on 1 June 2020, Grades 1, 2, 3, 6, 10, and 11 on 6 July
2020 and Grades 4, 5, 8, and 9 on 3 August 2020.

According to these restrictions, everybody was confined to their places of residence.
For purpose of this study, it should be noticed that all South Africans were restricted

in their movement and contact with other people during the nationwide lockdown.

1.6.7 Poverty (Poorness)

According to the Cambridge Dictionary (s.v. “poor”: 2022) “poor” is having little money

and/or few possessions.

According to the International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW), three types of
poverty have been identified in social work terminology: absolute poverty (when the
earnings of a family falls below a specific limit in comparison to the national average

income), moderate poverty, and relative poverty (Ohio University, 2019).
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This study was conducted in a low socio-economic environment where there were
levels of poverty. Therefore, the researcher needed to understand this concept to
determine the different needs of learners and what services a school social worker
should provide in case of a forced school closure. High school learners from
impoverished families are mostly dependent on the feeding scheme of a school, have
other material needs, and require psycho-social support, as discussed further in this
study. Understanding poverty and the needs of learners at school is critical for school
social workers who want to establish an inclusive and supportive environment for

learners during a forced school closure (van Dyk & White, 2019:8).

1.6.8 Socio-economic environment

The environment affects one's health in both social and physical ways. It is embedded
in the greater environment and is formed by complex connections between social
institutions and economic systems. These organizations and systems have an impact
on how power, money, and resources are divided. As a result, the socio-economic
environment influences how communities and people obtain the resources required to

meet their basic human needs (Walker & Hepp, 2016).

An individual or a group's socio-economic status is determined by their place in
society, and it is frequently determined by combining their level of education, income,
and occupation (American Psychological Association, 2022b).

To conduct this study, in the light of the pandemic restrictions the researcher needed
to understand the socio-economic environment of the learners with reference to the
practical element of the combination of education, occupation, and income of the

parents of high school learners in a low socio-economic environment.

1.6.9 School Forced Closure
When a school or educational institution must temporarily close because of an
emergency or crisis scenario, such as a natural disaster, a threat to the public's health,

or a security concern, it is referred to as a "school-forced closure” (Federal Emergency
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Management Agency, 2019). This nomenclature of the temporary suspension of
regular school operations because of a crisis or emergency that endangers the safety
and well-being of learners, staff, and the community being referred to as a “school-
forced closure” is confirmed by UNESCO (2019). Recognizing the principle that
schools may face closures, served as the foundation for researchers to create a
system ensuring that learners’ needs are met even under such circumstances (Boetto,
Bell & Ivory, 2021:1626).

1.6.10 Case study

A case study is empirical research that explores a contemporary phenomenon,
sometimes referred to as the 'case,’ within the context of everyday circumstances,
especially when the lines between the phenomenon and its surroundings are unclear
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016:37-38). In the present study, the case study design was
employed to investigate the impact of COVID-19.

The purpose of the study is discussed in the next segment.

1.7 PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

Establishing a clear and well-defined purpose or research goal for the study is a critical
aspect in research design. Researchers must state their purposes, research
guestions, or hypotheses unambiguously so that the study stays focused, and the

objectives remain attainable (Kumar, Geetha & Rajan, 2023:76)

A good gqualitative purpose statement includes information on the major phenomenon
being examined, the participants in the study, and the research site (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018:179). The purpose of the research is also referred to as the research
goal or aim and gives meaning to what the researcher wanted to achieve.
The purpose of this study was —
e To develop in depth understanding of high school learners' and social workers'
experiences and challenges in the face of COVID-19 disaster in low socio-

economic environments.
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e To make recommendations on how high school learners' and social workers’can
be supported regarding the experiences and challenges in the face of COVID-19

disaster in low socio-economic environments.

The subsections below state the objectives and formulated the research question.

1.8 RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND OBJECTIVES

The research question and research objectives for this research were formulated as

follows:

1.8.1 Research gquestions

The research questions serve a variety of purposes, including determining the
significance of the study, providing a structure, direction, consistency, and establishing
the study's parameters, and emphasizing the types of data that will be collected
(Doody & Bailey, 2016:20). The early formulation of a research problem into a
researchable question is critical, as such a question(s) establishes the outline and
process, provides the basis, and indicators what must follow (Yates & Leggett,
2016:225-226).

The research questions serve as a bridge between existing knowledge and the
problem that the researcher wishes to address (Grant & Osanloo, 2014:18). The
research questions of the current study are based on a theoretical understanding
gained from a review of the literature, observation, and gaps in prior research, are

formulated as follows:

e What are the experiences and challenges faced by high school learners' and social

workers in the face of COVID-19 disaster in low socio-economic environments?

The researcher describes the research paradigm utilized to achieve the study aim and

goals in the next part.
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1.8.2 Research goal and objectives

The research objective describes why the topic is important and outlines the research
project's action steps to be taken to achieve the research goals. This contextual
information assists readers in understanding the study's motivation and real-world
impact (Kumar et al., 2023:161). According to de Vos, Strydom, Fouché and Delport
(2011:95), a research goal is a dream that a researcher aspires to realize. To identify
the study's goal, the researcher must establish a long-term goal and characterize the

purpose in general terms (Doody & Bailey, 2016:22).

The study aimed to explore the perspectives of the high school learners and school
social workers regarding their challenges and experiences faced during forced school

closure.

To achieve the above, the objectives were set as follows:

o To explore and describe the experiences and challenges of High School
Learners' in the face of COVID-19 disaster in low socio-economic environments.

o To explore and describe the experiences and challenges of social workers in the

face of COVID-19 disaster in low socio-economic environments.

o To offer recommendations for school social work services during future disasters

where schools are forced to be closed.

1.9 RESEARCH PARADIGM

All researchers contribute their own sets of beliefs, worldviews, and paradigms to their
research studies, and these paradigms influence how the study is conducted and
written. Worldviews are described as a researcher's fundamental philosophical
viewpoint on the world and the type of research that they bring to a study (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018: 44). The research method may take on a qualitative, quantitative or a

mixed method approach, and each approach has different techniques and
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interpretations which are described by the respective epistemology and entry points.
Epistemology is how to conceptualize, know and justify and ontology is the question
of ‘being’ or ‘what is. The entry point is about certain aspects chosen to enter reality

and produce knowledge (Acharyya & Bhattacharya, 2020:58).

According to Creswell and Creswell (2018:46), the constructivism or social
constructivism paradigm, also known as interpretivism, holds that people want to
comprehend the world in which they live and as a result create subjective
interpretations of their experiences that are directed toward certain objects or things.
This paradigm is frequently thought of as a qualitative research methodology. There
are a few presumptions that can be made: humans create meaning as they interact
with the world; humans interact with the world and interpret it in light of their cultural
and historical backgrounds; and the creation of meaning is fundamentally social and
always emerges from interactions with a community (Creswell & Creswell, 2018: 46).

Interpretive research recognises that social reality is affected by human experience
and social context, making it ideal for studying human actions in relation to socio-
cultural concerns (Pervin & Mokhtar, 2022:421). This paradigm relates to this research
as itidentifies in-depth life experiences. Using data analysis, researchers may recreate
the intended meaning of a text by immersing themselves in the participant's

perspective and thinking patterns (Pervin & Mokhtar, 2022:423).

This study used a qualitative research approach associated with the constructivism or
interpretivism paradigm to focusses on participants' challenges and experiences, as
well as how they interpreted and responded to the specific situation under

consideration.

In the next section the qualitative research approach and the research design

embraced by the researcher in guiding this study are explained.

1.10 RESEARCH APPROACH AND DESIGN

This section provides a detailed description of the research approach and the research
design selected. This broad description defines how the study problem was
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approached and designed establishes the foundation for the research technique,
impacting decisions about data collection, analysis, and interpretation. It ensures that
the study is carried out in a methodical and goal-oriented manner (Kumar et al.,
2023:100).

1.10.1 Research approach

In general, qualitative research is a means of deeply studying individual experiences
using a specific set of methods such as in-depth interviews, focus group discussions,
observations, content analysis, visual approaches, and narratives or biographies.
However, qualitative research entails far more than just the application of qualitative
methodology. One of the most distinguishing features of qualitative research is the
ability to observe obstacles through the eyes of the study participants and grasp the
significance and conclusions that they connect to behaviour, events, or things.
(Hennink, Hutter & Bailey, 2020:172). A gualitative investigation reaches conclusions
without the use of statistical tools or other types of quantification (Doody & Bailey,
2016:25).

The qualitative research approach has the following characteristics as applied in this
research (Creswell & Creswell, 2018:258-259):

e Qualitative research studies the person or phenomenon in its natural setting.
Therefore, the researcher collected the data by interviewing and observing the
participants at their schools.

e In qualitative research, the researcher’s role in the data collection process is to
gather the data, through semi-structured interviews and open-ended questions.
This was applied in this research by the researcher obtaining the data by
personally interviewing the participants.

e The qualitative researcher gathers data from various sources and do not rely
on one source only. In this research, the researcher interviewed learners and
school social workers from different schools in the Pretoria West Municipality
area and documented field notes.

e In qualitative research, the researcher uses the inductive data analysis process

to ensure a true reflection of the participant’s answers. This process is used in
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this research by the researcher collecting data relevant to the research study.
Quialitative research focuses on the true meanings of participants as explained
and not on the researcher’s own biased personal experience of the case. This
took place in this research by being aware of own assumptions and experiences
with high school learners previously. The researcher challenged her own
opinion with the data analysing process. Reflection was done as well as
feedback from supervisor and peer reviewers. To obtain knowledge and
applying research methodology made the transition from a school social worker
to a researcher easier.

In qualitative research data are emergent and therefore cannot be tightly
described. The researcher was adaptable towards the research plan, as data
collection was constantly modified to reflect emerging data. The researcher
was open to unanticipated discoveries and insights that may emerge during the
research process.

The researcher was accessible to change at any stage and the researcher used
interviewing skills by clarifying and probing questions to provide flexibility.
Qualitative research is reflexive, and the researcher needs to reflect on how
personal experiences and viewpoints, as well as a person’s professional
framework, can influence the outcome of the study. The researcher adhered to
this by not allowing her own biases to influence the research as described
above.

The qualitative research approach is holistic, and a complex picture of the case
is developed. The researcher approached the research from a holistic

perspective to deal with and research the whole ‘picture’.

1.10.2 Research design

The research design refers to the rigorous and logical organization and direction of the

investigation. The design is the outcome of combining many research issues into a

general scientific notion (Nayak & Singh, 2015:61).

There are five qualitative research designs, namely the narrative design, case study

phenomenology, ethnography, and grounded theory (Creswell & Creswell, 2018:183).
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In this research a case study research design is applied supplemented by descriptive
and individual interpreted mini-narratives, which give explanations for small-scale

circumstances occurring inside particular contexts (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016:11).

A case study is an empirical research design that examines a contemporary
phenomenon (the 'case’), which was regarded as COVID-19 in the context of real-
world occurrences namely the Pretoria West schools, these distinctions is important
between phenomenon and context because it could be vague (Merriam & Tisdell,
2016:37-38). The case study approach was referred to in this study as a case study
of COVID-19. A case study approach was the most suitable paradigm for this study
because the main objective of case study research was to thoroughly examine a
problem within its context in order to comprehend it from the viewpoint of the
participants (Patton, 2015:394).

A case study is an exploration; into a "bounded system" or a case (in this case, the
COVID-19 nationwide lockdown) over time using thorough, in-depth data collection
from numerous sources of contextually rich information. This bounded system, is
constrained by space and time (Patton, 2015:394). Applying this design assisted the
researcher to explore, describe and contextualise the experiences and challenges of
high school learners during the COVID-19 lockdown period, as well as that of school
social workers rendering services, describing in detail these experiences to

comprehensively understand their experiences.

Analysing existing literature and data, or employing qualitative methods such as focus
groups, in-depth interviews, informal dialogues, or case studies, are commonly
employed as the initial stages of exploratory research. Exploratory studies are
conducted to provide researchers with a deeper understanding of the specific case
they intend to examine. In situations where information is scarce, researchers opt for
an exploratory research design (Nayak & Singh, 2015:61-62). Consequently, the
explorative design was used in this research to gain insight and an in-depth
understanding of the experiences and challenges of high school learners and school

social workers during the nationwide lockdown period.

Descriptive research is used to explain a condition, problem, or phenomenon
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systematically and answer queries like who, what, when, where, and how they connect
to a research issue or problem. Descriptive research gathers measurable data without

introducing variables (Kumar et al., 2023:10).

The main purpose of this study was to describe what was prevalent concerning the
experiences and challenges of high school learners during the COVID-19 lockdown
and to unpack the experiences and challenges that school social workers perceived

during their service delivery to these high school learners during the pandemic.

A contextual research design is frequently used in qualitative research, by many
researchers who believe that the best way to comprehend any condition is to view it
in its context (Acharyya & Bhattacharya, 2020:21).

A contextual research design emphasizes understanding phenomena within the
specific environments or situations where they naturally occur. This approach is
particularly effective for sensitive topics, where direct questions might lead to biased
or guarded responses. By asking participants to provide examples of behaviour within
their context, researchers can gather more authentic and nuanced insights (Neuman,

2014: 329). Hence, a contextual research design is also applied in this research.

In the following section the research population and sampling are explored.

1.11 RESEARCH POPULATION AND SAMPLING

Having clarity about the research population and sampling, is essential in research.

These components assist the researcher in structuring the study to generate solid and

applicable results.

1.11.1 Research population

According to Hennink et al. (2020:148) and Hilton et al. (2020:154), studying the
existing research on a researcher’s study topic can help the researcher to determine

a research population and that persons with particular experiences or characteristics
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are likely to be key sources of information on the study topic.

The researcher’s interpretation of a population is that it consists of all the people who
have similar characteristics or experiences that the researcher wants to study. The
population for this study was all high school learners who, at the time that the research
took place, were aged from 16 to 19 years, who were aged from 13 to 16 during the
pandemic, that attended school in a low socio-economic area in the municipal

boundaries of Pretoria West.
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Figure 1-2: A map of the western side of Pretoria indicating the area where the

study was done (Google-maps, 2023)

The boundaries of Pretoria West are shown in Figure 1-2. This age group between 13
and 16 years was chosen for the participant group, high school learners because it
presents a critical period between childhood and adulthood. It is important to
understand the sensitive and challenging developmental stage the learner's
experiences and Tidy (2023) explains that adolescence is the time between childhood
and adulthood that generally spans from the ages of 13 to 19 years and is often
referred to as teenage years with physical, emotional, and psychological changes.
Puberty begins gradually, often around 11 years for girls and 13 years for boys (Tidy,
2023).

The population of this study attended schools that are situated in in a low socio-
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economic environment. This included learners from some of the following
neighbourhoods: Danville, Daspoort, Elandspoort, Claremont, Hermanstad,

Suiderberg, and Lotus Gardens, as shown in Figure 1-2.

The area of Danville and Elandspoort has various community outreach activities that
help residents in need. Community-based donation programmes, such as soup
kitchens, homeless shelters, and food banks, distribute food, clothes, and other
necessities to the needy. These long-standing initiatives, operated by churches and
other non-profit organizations (NGOs), rely primarily on public donations (Abbey,
2007:42). These above statements emphasis the statement of Van der Klashorst
(2010:24), that in the low socio-economic communities, such as Danville and

Elandspoort in the Tshwane Metropolitan poverty and unemployment is prevalent.

Hamann and Horn (2020:2016) explained that there is a socio-economic inequality
between the northwest and southeast divisions of the City of Tshwane and that over
time it demonstrated that spatial patterns of socio-economic inequality have not
changed appreciably toward a more equal city of Tshwane. The centre part of the city
and its nearby areas such as the western side of Pretoria have been steadily declining
over time, while settlement patterns on the outskirts of townships remain far remote
from socio-economic opportunities. Van der Klashorst (2010:163) confirms the above
by stating that the variance between the populations of middle to high socio-economic
status communities in Pretoria East and populations of low socio-economic status

communities in Pretoria West, is all too obvious.

According to Kings (2013), a new community has been created in Elandspoort, an
expansion of Danville, with 110 planned 407 dwellings already completed. Since the
studies of Abbey (2007) and Van der Klashorst (2010), this poverty situation has not
improved. The streets in Pretoria's older Danville district resemble those of many other
lower-middle-class communities. In the middle of the day, people are sitting or
wandering around aimlessly, with many of them obviously out of jobs, and their poverty

is evident.

According to Chanee (2020:1), since the establishment of democracy in 1994, access
to high-quality, fair education for all learners, irrespective of their socio-economic
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status, has been a concern in Gauteng. In an effort to promote access to and quality
of learning in all schools, the Gauteng Department of Education (GDE) designated
schools in quintiles one to three throughout the province to be fee-free (Chanee,
2020:1).

The GDE expanded its no-fee policy in 2010, allowing schools to apply to convert their
status from fee-paying to no-fee-paying. This requires a school to speak with the
parent community to be certified as a no-fee school and give up the privilege to collect
compulsory school fees (Chanee, 2020:5). Furthermore, in 2010, Gauteng chose to
equalize financing for fee-paying schools in quintiles four and five. In effect, the GDE
instituted a subsidy payment by parents if they are not able to pay school fees. These
consist of two categories of subsidy payment, namely fee-exemption and fee-
defaulters in quintile four and five schools. The economic situation triggered the
increased number of fee-exemption applications and fee-defaulters in quintile four and
five schools (Chanee, 2020:5). Tshwane West District, which also serves the schools
in the Pretoria West Municipality area has 104 urban quintile one schools out of 173
urban schools, which are no paying fees schools (Department of Basic Education,
2022).

The quintile ranking of a school is crucial for determining its fee and financing status.
The ranking method for schools based on community poverty factors may not correctly
reflect the poverty of the learner community (Van Dyk & White, 2019:2). Schools are
categorized from one to five according to the quintile system. Hence, quintiles one to
three refer to needy learners in no fees paying primary and high schools and quintiles
four and five are affluent schools. Still, there are also needy learners in quintiles four
and five schools (Munje & Jita, 2019:26). However, research and practical data show
that, despite significant progress with the school feeding schemes being made, much
more work needs to be done in the educational sector. Inundated with educational
issues in post-apartheid South Africa, the democratic government took it upon itself to
redesign the school feeding system by boosting accessibility, especially to needy
learners, thereby prioritizing it within its poverty reduction agenda (Munje & Jita,
2019:25).

The second part of the research explores the experiences and challenges of social
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workers providing social work services to high school learners during the COVID-19
lockdown period in the mentioned municipality boundaries. For this part of the study,
the population identified was school social workers from the different Tshwane West
district schools. The researcher anticipated that with this choice of the population,
access would be obtained through the school systems in the mentioned area, with the
learners and school social workers rendering services in this area. During this study,
the researcher was employed in this area, which made this population accessible and
ensured cost-effectiveness for the research. Although the researcher worked during
this study at a school in the same area, her school did not form part of the research to

prevent a conflict of interest.

The following section defines the sample and sampling procedures.

1.11.2 Sampling

The research question and the objective of the study determined the sampling
procedures. Having a large sample is not the goal in qualitative research, instead,
gualitative approaches aim for a thorough and nuanced understanding of the
experiences and views of participants and often employ purposeful sampling
(DeJonckheere & Vaughn, 2019:3). The researcher understood sampling as the
process of selecting a small group of participants from a larger group that had similar
experiences and characteristics as the whole population.

Purposive sampling is frequently used in qualitative research as it enables researchers
to create samples depending on their own assessment. This strategy incorporates
defined criteria for including or excluding participants, which are driven by the study's
objectives and their understanding of the target population (Kumar et al., 2023:149-
150). Therefore, the researcher obtained and used participants for this purpose, to
provide in-depth insight into the COVID-19 nationwide lockdown as a case under
study.

The selection criteria for the high school learners were as follows:

o Participants who were between the ages of 16 and 19 years.
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o Attending a school in the Pretoria West municipal area.

o Learners from all genders and all races.

o Learners who speak English.

o Learners who were willing to participate and whose parents provided consent for

them to participate.

The exclusion criteria for the high school learners were as follows:
o Learners under the age of 16.

o Cognitively and mentally challenged learners.

The selection criteria for social workers were as follows:

o School social workers who provided services at a high or a vocational school
during the nationwide lockdown period.

o Social workers who provided services in at least one of the schools in the
demarcated area of Pretoria West.

o Social workers with at least one year of practice experience as social workers.

o Social workers who were willing to participate in this study.

The exclusion criteria for social workers were as follows:
o Social workers with less than one year of practice experience in social work.

o Social workers who were under any form of investigation regarding misconduct.

The schools were chosen mostly through quota sampling based on their geographical
closeness to the researcher’s place of occupation. The schools were in the vicinity of
Pretoria West area. The distance to the schools varied, some were closer and others
further. The researcher compiled a list of five accessible schools in descending
geographical order. Quota sampling selects individuals according to pre-set criteria.
This technique guarantees that the sample accurately reflects the population's
particular characteristics. This strategy allows for faster data gathering and insights
that correlate with demographic features by constructing samples that fulfil predefined
criteria (Kumar et al., 2023:150). The school social workers were chosen through
snowball sampling from the schools in Pretoria West area. The researcher asked for

assistance from the school social workers in the form of references if they knew other
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school social workers who fitted the criteria. Snowball sampling is utilized when
individuals are difficult to locate. It is useful for researching delicate issues or
connecting with difficult populations. Using the snowball principle, researchers contact
a few individuals that meet the inclusion criteria and ask them for the referral of
persons that they know who also meet the criteria, thereby leveraging their network to
locate others who share similar qualities (Kumar et al., 2023:150). Both snowball
sampling and quota sampling are non-probability sampling and there is not a
predetermined structure and therefore it might not image the characteristics of the

broader population (Kumar et al., 2023:147).

Qualitative research sampling aims to gather information that is useful for
understanding the depth, complexity, and variation of the phenomenon, so the
criterium for sufficient sample size is the principle of data saturation. The sufficient
sample size is impossible to specify in advance. An indication of adequate sample size
is the concept of saturation where there is no or little new information (Gentles,
Charles, Ploeg & McKibbon, 2015:1782). The researcher did not know beforehand the
number of individuals who would be included in the sample until the data reached

saturation point.

The necessary permission was sought from parents or guardians where children were
participants, for their children to participate in the research (Creswell, 2016:232).
Working with gatekeepers to gain access to potential participants may be incredibly
beneficial since they are reliable sources who manage access to the target sample
(DeJonckheere & Vaughn, 2019:3). A letter was sent to the GDE to obtain permission
to conduct the research. Recruitment was done through the school system in
collaboration with the delegated person and school social worker. It was important to
point out that no data collection would be done without consent granted by parents
and assent by high school learners concerned. The researcher wrote a letter of
invitation to the principals of schools that was sampled through the quota sampling as
well as to the parents of the learners who were to be interviewed (Addendum D). A
letter was given to the delegated person in managerial position to explain what the
research entails for the conduction of interviews with the high school learners and
school social workers. Another consideration to obtain information and permission

from participants, was to meet the requirements of the Protection of Personal
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Information Act (POPIA), Act 4 of 2013 (Accessible Law, 2019). In terms of this act the
researcher also needed to comply with the prescriptions for obtaining, handling, and
storing of the participants' information and safeguarding this information (Accessible
Law, 2019).

In the following section the data collection method, and procedure are discussed.

1.12 DATA COLLECTION METHOD AND PROCEDURE

According to Creswell (2016:302), data collection is the way of scientifically acquiring
information about a research subject, it is critical to safeguard the integrity of research.
In this respect, data collection incorporating various information sources (such as
observations, interviews, multimedia material, records, and reports) and providing a
case description, as well as case-based themes, are important (Merriam & Tisdell,
2016: 40).

A relevant data collection method for this study was conducting semi-structured
interviews, consisting of less structured discussions guided by open-ended questions
to provide information about participants’ personal experiences and challenges.
Conducting semi-structured interviews call for a certain amount of flexibility and
reflexivity to examine themes for each participant in varied depths and orders as
opposed to structured interviews, which ask the same questions of all participants in
the same sequence (Rose, McKinley & Briggs Baffoe-Djan, 2020:115-116). The
researcher gathered information from face-to-face interviews with individual
participants, as well as from field notes. The face-to-face interviews yielded the most
information. It was an effective way to explore the participants’ thoughts, feelings, and
opinions by conducting semi-structured interviews assisted by an interview guide with
open-ended questions (Addendum A). This was a flexible way to gather data from the
participants. The method was individualized, and delicate experiences of participants
could also be perceived and explored (DeJonckheere & Vaughn, 2019:2).

The fact that some people find it difficult to communicate and discuss sensitive or
private issues, will complicate an interview. As interviewing certain participants might

be difficult for skilled and novice interviewers alike, the researcher must thoroughly
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apply the necessary interviewing skills. Common blunders include neglecting to probe
or ask for further information, neglecting to actively listen, not having an interview
guide with robust open-ended questions, and asking insensitive questions
(DeJonckheere & Vaughn, 2019:5). Further clarification of the composition of an
interview guide is that it outlines the main topic of an interview and the order in which
they are covered (Hilton et al., 2020:215).

The researcher conducted different interviews with different research participants,
namely high school learners and school social workers, in a conducive environment
for both parties. The researcher requested a private room or office at the school to
conduct the interviews. She contacted the social workers and parents of the learners
telephonically and requested an appointment to explain the purpose of the research
and requested participation in the study. During the face-to-face meeting, the
researcher introduced herself, explained the purpose of the study, mentioned the
topics that were inquired about, discussed the issue of voluntary participation
(Addendum D) and the selection criteria. The researcher also informed the participants
that the interview would be audio-recorded and provided them with the informed
consent/assent letter (Addenda E, F and G) which they perused and signed before the
commencement of the interviews. The participants were informed in advance about
the research and the letter of invitation was also given to the participants ahead of
time. The parents gave prior consent, and the learners gave consent before the start
of the interview. Before the commencing of the interview, it was confirmed with each
participant whether he/she wants to continue to participate in the study. The
researcher made appointments for the interviews scheduled on a time, date, and at a
venue convenient for the participants. The approximate length of the interview
between 10 and 20 minutes, was also communicated to the participants. This time

period did not include establishing rapport with the participant.

The researcher used two different interview guides for the different participant groups
namely biographical and topic related questions that are fit for high school learners
and then biographical and topic related questions for school social workers. The
following biographical and topical questions as outlined in the interview guide
(Addendum A) were asked:
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PARTICIPANTS GROUP 1: HIGH SCHOOL LEARNERS

Biographical questions

a) What is your age?

b) What grade are you in?

c) What is your gender?

d) Do you have siblings and if yes what are their ages?

e) Are one or both of your parents employed?

f) If stated yes on one or both, what employment do they have?

Topic-related questions

1. Please describe how you experienced this period of nationwide lockdown.

2. Why do you think in your understanding, it was important to stay at home and
apply social distancing during the nationwide lockdown?

3. With what activities did you keep yourself busy at home during the nationwide
lockdown?

4. How did you feel: ....

4.1 not seeing your friends?

4.2 not attending school?

4.3 not attending any social gatherings at church?

4.4 not attending any social gatherings with your friends?

4.5 not attending any sports activities or cultural activities?

5. What challenges did you experience during the nationwide lockdown?

6. What kind of support did you receive from your immediate family during the
nationwide lockdown?

7. Schools provide for different needs of learners, not only educational but
emotional and material needs for example food. During the nationwide lockdown
schools were closed and school social workers also did not work. Do you think that
learners' needs have suffered as a result? And if yes why?

8. Based on your experiences during the nationwide lockdown what do you think

social workers can do to help children who feel unsafe, needy, or dismayed in their
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home situation?
9. Is there any information you would like to add, or do you have any suggestions
or questions?

PARTICIPANTS GROUP 2: SCHOOL SOCIAL WORKERS

Biographical information

a) What is your age?
b) How long have been a social worker?

Topic-related questions

1. Kindly tell me about your job description and daily functions.

2. What was the role that you played as a school social worker during the COVID-
19 pandemic?

3. What were your experiences during the nationwide lockdown with service
delivery to high school learners?

4. From your experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic and nationwide
lockdown, what challenges did you face in rendering services to high school
learners?

5. Did the nature of social work service delivery to high school learners change
during these restricted periods?

6. Knowing what you know now, how would you address service delivery to the
high school learners during the COVID-19 pandemic and the nationwide
lockdown?

7. Do you know of any legislation and/or policies that were in place during the
nationwide lockdown in addressing service delivery during a pandemic to high
school learners?

8. To improve service delivery during a pandemic, do you have any suggestions?
9. How was working during a pandemic affecting you on a personal and
professional level?

10. Is there any information you would like to add, any suggestions, or any

guestions?
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The researcher used interviewing skills as listening attentively and respectfully,
encouraging the participants and being sensitive during the semi-structured interviews
with open-ended questions so that the participants could be comfortable in giving their
responses (DeJonckheere & Vaughn, 2019:5). The researcher swiftly established
rapport by paying close attention to and treating the participants with respect. The
researcher maintained respect throughout, encouraged the participants to express
their opinions, and recognized the delicate nature of the subject matter. The
researcher became aware of contextual or cultural elements that might affect the
participant’s opinions (DeJonckheere & Vaughn, 2019:5). As part of the preparation
process, pilot testing was undertaken with two participants from the group of high
school learners and one of the group school social workers in order to test the data
collection process (Creswell & Creswell 2018:154). The feedback was utilized to
streamline the interview protocol and interview guide as well as the interview process.

These patrticipants did not form part of the final sample group.

For the qualitative study, the sample size was not prescribed but data were collected
until data saturation was reached, meaning that no new information or data were
retrieved from participants and the data obtained is starting to repeat itself (Creswell
& Creswell 2018:186). Permission was obtained from participants to use an audio

recorder to capture the data obtained from participants.

The next section describes the method of data used.

1.13 DATA ANALYSIS METHOD

A data analysis method is a plan explaining how collected data are to be processed
and analysed (Kumar et al., 2023:77). In general, the purpose of analysing the data is
to review and evaluate data to get insights and information. Researchers do data
analysis from several angles to uncover new perspective and knowledge (Kumar, et
al., 2023:126). It includes segmenting, deconstructing, and reassembling the data,

similar to peeling back different onion layers (Creswell & Creswell, 2018:267).

The commonly used approach to analyse data across qualitative designs is thematic
analysis. A wide range of research issues and topics can be handled in this way, and
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it flexibly minimizes data (Castleberry & Nolen, 2018:2). When analysing data,
researchers examine interview transcripts and field notes from observations made
during the interviews, to find and list the key themes that participants in the study
mentioned in both the interviews and noted in the observation notes (Kumar,
2014:319). The process the researcher used to analyse the qualitatively generated
data involved the steps set out by Tesch (Creswell, 2014:198) and ATLAS.ti 23. The
software program, ATLAS.ti was developed during the ATLAS project (1989-1992) at
the Technical University of Berlin, Germany. The qualitative data analysis software,
ATLAS.ti avoids the need for researchers to manually attach narrative parts, create
collages, or create spreadsheets for grouping qualitative data. ATLAS.ti organizes
research information and allows for data analysis within the software. The researcher
remains in charge of the analysis process as the critical thinker (Friese, Soratto &
Pires, 2018:12). The researcher followed the steps outlined by Tesch to upload the
data into ATLAS.ti. Tesch's steps of data analysis are tabled as follows:

Table:1-1: Tesch’s steps of data analysis (Creswell, 2014:198)

Step Description

1. Getting a bigger picture | Read each transcription of all participants.

of the case under study.

2. Choose a top-of-the- Determine the underlying meaning rather than its

pile transcribed interview. | actual content and also note ideas.

3. ldentifying emerging Columns were created for the topics, and they were
topics and themes listed according to important, unusual, and leftover
subjects.

4. Categorising topics or | Returned to the data using a list of themes to write the
themes into codes topics’ acronyms as codes next to the relevant
passages of the text.

Themes were reduced into codes, using keywords.
The instances were counted in which a particular

theme appeared in an interview.

5. Consolidate ideas into | Went through the transcriptions of all the interviews as
themes, then group them | well as the observation notes and the responses were

together. categorised under different themes and the keywords
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were identified that best describe the themes and then
grouped them together.

6. List the final themes in | During the discussion of the main themes, verbatim
alphabetical order. responses were used to provide a brief, clear, logical,
non-repetitive, and engaging account of the
experiences and challenges of the participants during
the COVID-19 nationwide lockdown.

A final acronym for each group was chosen and codes
were arranged in alphabetical order.

7. Preliminary analysis. Gathered all the information from each category in one
location and did a preliminary analysis and wrote a

report.

8. Determined whether If required, recoded the data to ensure it was correctly
recoding the existing data | categorised.

were needed.

Discussing the analysing process of utilizing Tesch and ATLAS.ti software with
the supervisor provided clarity, and the chance to address any questions or issues that

may emerge.

In the following section, the data verification applied to the study in ensuring its

trustworthiness, is explained.

1.14 ENSURING RIGOUR

Researchers have serious personal responsibilities to aspire to the highest levels of
rigour or trustworthiness in their studies. This includes understanding intellectual
biases and errors to which decision-making processes are prone to, building in
protections and precautions against natural influences favourable to current ideas,
individual prejudices, own desires, and the systems of incentives that surround the
quest of science (National Academics of Sciences-Engineering-Medicine, 2017:39).
For this purpose, Lincoln and Guba developed a set of criteria for trustworthiness,
comprising of credibility, transferability, dependability, confirmability, and authenticity
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(Patton, 2015:988-989).

1.14.1 Credibility

The degree to which the analysis of findings can be deemed trustworthy is referred to
as credibility which requires the use of credible sources, correct references, and
effective research techniques (Kumar et al., 2023:7). To make this study credible the
researcher gave a clear account of the methodology that was used in this study.
Triangulation, defined as the use of multiple methods of data collection, for example
an interview, observations, and reading of documents was used (Merriam & Tisdell,
2016:244-245). The researcher adopted triangulation by applying multiple methods of
data collection through interviews, observation and literature study and the study was

also discussed with the supervisor and fellow students to ensure its credibility.

1.14.2 Transferability

Transferability is the external validation and the extent to which the findings of
gualitative research can be extrapolated to different contexts, locations, and
participants (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016:253). To ensure external validity is to provide
precise descriptions that provide a robust platform for comparison (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018:290). The researcher obtained adequate information enabling the
process of transferability of data thus if anyone wants to duplicate this study the

findings can be transferred.

1.14.3 Dependability

Dependability or reliability requires that when a research study is repeated, the same
results will be obtained (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016:251). The triangulation as explained
under credibility was also applied to ensure dependability or reliability. Documenting
a detailed explanation of the data collection and analysis procedures ensured that if

repeated, it will generate the same outcomes.

1.14.4 Confirmability
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Confirmability can be viewed as objectivity and the question will be asked of whether
these findings would be confirmed by other researchers (Patton, 2015:990)? The goal
of research reports is to convey findings and analyses that are free of subjective
judgments, thus the wording stays neutral, factual, and free of emotive sentiments,
allowing readers to analyse the research objectively (Kumar, et al., 2023:173;
Creswell, 2016:251). The researcher regularly did introspection and kept a reflective
journal for improving confirmability. The researcher further separated her own
opinions and prior assumptions from the participants’ intended meaning, perception,

or experience.

1.14.5 Authenticity

Authenticity is the awareness of one's own perspective, appreciation for other people's
perspectives, and fairness in depicting constructions and the values that underpin
them (Patton, 2015:989). In this research, authenticity is presented with the variety of

opinions displayed in the findings.

The next section examines the application of ethical considerations applied in the

gualitative research approach.

1.15 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Nygard and Saus (2016:671) introduced two types of ethical principles: internal and
exterior ethics. Internal research ethics include informed consent, confidentiality, study
validity, respect for and limiting possible harm to participants, and compensating of
participants. External ethics are concerned with the ethics and safety of the community
in question in the form of justice, cultural responsibility, social duty, and community

respect.

Ethics are the study of right and wrong behaviour as well as moral obligations. It is the
moral principles of professional conduct that are thought to be desirable for excellent
professional activity. Social research ethics involves an obligation and responsibility

toward participants, sponsors, and beneficiaries (Hilton et al., 2020:61). The Belmont
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Report identified three such values to assist researchers in determining appropriate
behaviour and it is considered to be a pillar of human research ethics (Hilton et al.,
2020:61). The values are respect, beneficence, and justice where personal dignity and
autonomy are recognized, and researchers are obliged to protect people from harm
and the benefits and burdens of research should be distributed fairly (Hilton et al.,
2020:63).

Studies involving vulnerable populations, such as children, convicts, or pregnant
women, must be carefully assessed to ensure that participants' rights are not infringed
and that adequate safeguards were in place. Many vulnerable groups are at risk of
being used unethically as research participants. Their rights must be safeguarded.
However, this necessitates a tough balancing act between their right not to be
exploited because of their susceptibility and their right to engage in research that may
benefit them (Yegidis, Weinbach & Myers, 2018:33,40).

The researcher interpreted the application of research ethics as a framework for
always acting and conducting herself in the best interest and for the well-being of the
participants. The following social work research ethical considerations were
considered and applied in the research to ensure that the vulnerable participants were

protected at all times during their participation in the research.

The following ethical considerations were applied during the research:

1.15.1 Obtaining informed consent

In giving their informed consent to participate in research, participants who are at least
18 years old and older can sign a statement stating their willingness to participate, but
for participants under the age of 18 years, their parents or legal guardians must provide
consent (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016:188).

Informed consent means that the participants in the research study are informed of all
aspects of the research, and it might influence their decision to participate in the

research because it is voluntary and without any pressure (Kumar, 2014:437). The

41



researcher worked through the school system. Permission to involve learners and
school social workers employed by the department in the research, was asked from
the Department of Basic Education (DBE). Permission was granted on 26 September
2023 by the GDE to do research. The researcher drew up a letter with all the relevant
and adequate information about the research, explaining the methods, advantages,
and possible risks which were furnished to the adult participants and the learner
participants’ parents, requesting their voluntary participation (Addendum D). The
schools sent out letters to parents asking permission to give their children’s
biographical information to the researcher and confirming that this information would
be handled confidentially and would only be used for this research purpose to comply
with the POPIA Act (Accessible Law, 2019).

The researcher contacted the participants, parents of the learners, and the school
social workers telephonically to request an appointment in person or telephonically
with each one to explain the purpose of the research and to request participation in
this study. The researcher obtained parental or guardian approval for the participants
who were under the age of 18. Included in this letter was an informed consent/assent
form to be signed (Addenda F and G). The school social workers also signed a consent
letter (Addendum E) before participating. The participants were informed that they

could withdraw from the study at any stage.

1.15.2 Anonymity

The right to privacy is one of the key values in research and it is the right to control
under which circumstances others could have access to the information, and the
record of participants’ beliefs, values, and behaviour (Hilton et al., 2020:69). To ensure
privacy is to keep the participants anonymous, which means that no one can link the
data and the research results to individual participants, and it is accomplished by using
numbers or pseudonyms with the data collected (Hilton et al., 2020:196). The
researcher considered the participants’ right to anonymity and used alphabetic and
numeric codes for each participant. The researcher gave participants the assurance
that their information would be analysed and reported anonymously, and that no one
would be able to recognize them or their school. Researchers released their data to

the public, but itis in a collective form and anonymous, thus the whole group’s findings
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are reported, therefore it will encourage people to participate and give honest
responses (Hilton et al. 2020:70). The researcher kept the information obtained
through this study of high school learners and social workers confidential by not
revealing any of their identities in this research to academics, colleagues, or the public.
The service of a debriefer was obtained and she was on standby if any participant
needs debriefing or intervention, during or after the interview. A confidentiality

agreement form with a third party was completed by the debriefer.

1.15.3 Confidentiality

Anonymity differs from confidentiality. Confidentiality allows researchers to link replies
to specific respondents, but this information is not shared publicly. Anonymity prevents
researchers from linking responses to specific respondents (Hilton et al., 2020:70;
Green & Thorogood, 2014:72).

The purpose of confidentiality is to ensure that no participant can be identified from
the data that were obtained from them throughout the research study. The researcher
requested a private office or room at the high school to be made available to interview

the participants individually and in privacy.

1.15.4 Protection from harm

Participants should not be put in dangerous or uncomfortable situations, either
physically or mentally (Louw 2014:266). If a research study has the potential to cause
such discomfort, the participants must be properly informed about it, the possible
research findings must be significant enough to justify the risk, and there must be no
way to achieve the desired results without taking this risk. It is never appropriate for
people to be in circumstances that could endanger them. Human services research
seldom entails physical risk, however, there are study contexts where psychological
discomfort might be a factor (Hilton et al., 2020:72).

School officials usually have no problem letting researchers into their buildings as long

as they do not harm learners or bring in parents who might file complaints. Receiving
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the necessary permissions is a good idea before doing research in schools (Hilton et
al., 2020:111).

Therefore, it was the ethical duty of the researcher to prevent harm to the participants
during the data gathering with both the groups, the high school learners, and school
social workers. The researcher made sure the interview surroundings were secure to
keep everyone involved safe from harm, discomfort, or awkward or uncomfortable

circumstances.

1.15.5 Management of information

To safeguard human subjects, data should be maintained in a way that ensures
privacy and confidentiality (Louw, 2014:265). To protect human subjects' anonymity,
it is recommended to utilizing code numbers to link surveys to digital files and storing

transcripts of taped interviews without identifying information (Pruzan, 2016:290).

The researcher safeguarded all the documents pertaining to the research, namely
collected information, transcriptions, observation field notes, and audio recordings in
a locker at home to which only the researcher has access, and a password was used
to protect electronic information stored on a computer. All the mentioned documents

will be kept for a minimum period of five years and after that, they will be destroyed.

1.15.6 Debriefing of participants

Debriefing of participants provides them the opportunity to work through their feelings
and experiences resulting from being interviewed and it is one method of assisting the
participants to minimize harm. During the interview, the participants might remember
painful memories or events in their life which may cause emotional distress, therefore,
it is a good practice to deal with these emotions and if necessary, refer them to a
counsellor (Dempsey, Dowling, Larkin & Murphy 2016:484; Hennink et al., 2020:120).
The topic under investigation was about the participants’ personal experiences during
and resulting from the COVID-19 nationwide lockdown. This could be a very sensitive

issue for some patrticipants, and they may have remembered experiences and feelings
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that could disturb them. The researcher explained to the participants that if they felt
the questions were too intense the researcher would withdraw the participant from the
interview and further participation and refer the participant to the debriefer who was
on standby for counselling or debriefing participants (See Addendum H, confidentiality

agreement form completed by the debriefer).

1.16 CONCLUSION

This chapter introduced the reader to the background information of the study.
Provided is an overview of the pandemic and the spread of the virus, forced school
closure, and the challenges, and experiences thereof by high school learners as well

as school social workers in parts of the world, Africa as well as South Africa.

The problem statement for this study relates to the experiences and challenges high
school learners faced during a disaster or pandemic such as that caused by COVID-
19, when schools were forced to close. Therefore, it was essential to obtain a detailed
understanding of the experiences and challenges of high school learners during forced
school closures and to also understand from a social work perspective what the
experiences and challenges were of school social workers, who could only provide
limited services to these high school learners during the pandemic, so that service

delivery for future disasters can be aligned and improved.

This study was done from a social work perspective to contribute to the knowledge
base and practices of school social work, to provide for the emotional and material
needs of high school learners during any disaster. The researcher used the ecological
system theory. The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic was investigated using a case-
study-based qualitative method in this study. The population for this study consisted
of all high school learners as well as school social workers from different schools in a
low socio-economic environment. The researcher also described the research
method, emphasizing elements such as the target population, sample, and sampling
techniques used. This chapter also focussed on the data collection method; pilot
testing; preparation of participants; data gathering; data analysis; before presenting

the study's trustworthiness, and the ethical considerations used in the research.
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The following chapter examines the literature to offer a global perspective on the effect
of forced school closure in the high school system on learners and school social

workers’ role and challenges in this regard.
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CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW: THE IMPACT OF SCHOOL CLOSURE
ON LEARNERS AND THE ROLE OF SCHOOL SOCIAL WORK

2.1 INTRODUCTION

In Chapter One the experiences and challenges high school learners faced and the
role of school social workers during the forced school closure resulting from the
COVID-19 pandemic are introduced by means of a literature review. This chapter
presents a global perspective on disasters, forced school closures, and the impact of
disasters and pandemics on society, the individual, and the learner. This is followed
by an exploration of the role of school social workers in the educational system, and
their role during and after times of disaster before the challenges they face in such
circumstances are analysed. In conclusion, the theoretical framework used in this

research is described.

2.2 DISASTERS, PANDEMICS AND FORCED SCHOOL CLOSURES

The number of humanitarian crises resulting from natural and man-made wars and
disasters is at an all-time high. Natural disasters like tsunamis, earthquakes,
hurricanes, floods, droughts, and wildfires cause disruption by destroying property,
causing physical harm and death, causing psychological pain, uprooting people, and
their families, and significantly impairing everyday routines. Similar to natural
disasters, man-made disasters including wars, social unrest, protests, conflicts, and
terrorist attacks have a variety of effects on the impacted people's physical, emotional,

and social well-being (Cueto & Agaton, 2021:1).

Over 500 million school-age learners globally, or one in every four, live in countries
affected by humanitarian emergencies such as wars, natural disasters, and disease
pandemics. Approximately 75 million learners are currently slipping behind in their
studies, are receiving poor teaching, or are on the verge of dropping out entirely. In
the absence of protected learning environments, they risk being coerced into underage

labour, child marriage, abuse, and enrolment into armed organizations (Briggs, 2018).
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Learner's emotions, conduct, and performance have been strongly affected by
disasters. After a crisis, schools can provide every learner with a sense of security,
optimism, and connectivity. It is anticipated that learners’ well-being will be harmed if
educational institutions close and care systems are halted. Recent research indicated
that enduring school closures harms academic success (Segarra-Alméstica,
Caraballo-Cueto, Cordero & Cordero, 2022).

As described by Briggs (2018), the year 2018 posed significant challenges for learners
worldwide, as conflicts and natural disasters resulted in millions of learners being
unable to attend school. Over the course of the seven-year civil war in Syria during
2011 until 2018, more than eight million children have been severely touched,
including 2.6 million registered refugees that fled to neighbouring countries and six
million children living within Syria. In Nigeria, 110 girls were kidnapped in February
2018 from a Government Girls’ College. In South Sudan, the militants use child troops
and although it was revealed in February 2018, that hundreds of child soldiers had
been freed, a large number of 19,000 of them were still serving with militias. A
devastating earthquake struck Papua New Guinea in March 2018, destroying schools,
and interfering with the education of tens of thousands of learners. Yemen's three-
year conflict put hundreds of thousands of learners out of school and since 2015 about
500 000 learners have quit school. Due to the violence and turmoil caused by the Lake
Chad crisis, about 1,000 schools in Chad, Niger, northeast Nigeria, and Cameroon are
either closed or not working normally. A severe earthquake struck the Indonesian
island of Lombok on a Sunday evening in August 2018. Some schools on the vacation
island were entirely destroyed or severely damaged. In the Central Sulawesi region, a
second earthquake and tsunami struck in September 2018, displacing over 210,000
people, and causing damage to at least 1200 schools. Learners missed out on
education and lack access to a safe place during these traumatic events. In the
Philippines, a typhoon disrupted in September 2018, education for more than one

million learners (Briggs, 2018).

Natural disasters, such as floods and earthquakes and pandemics, such as COVID-
19, can jeopardize learners' access to academic services, including the standard and
amount of learning. Natural catastrophes, such as floods and cyclones, can result in

the loss of life, a reduction of educational opportunities, and the destruction of school
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buildings. Likewise, the COVID-19 pandemic had led to governments enforcing
physical distancing, resulting in learners staying at home (Lassa, Petal, Surjan,
2022:412). Figure 2-1 displays the Covid-induced partial and full school closures,
March 2020 to May 2021 (Sievertsen, 2021). Large-scale shutdowns of schools
resulted in long-term scholastic separation, technological isolation, inadequate
technology management, and heightened psychological concerns among at-risk

learners.

School closures in weeks

0

Figure 2-1 Map of Covid-induced partial and full school closures, March 2020 to
May 2021 (Sievertsen, 2021)

As an illustration, during the COVID-19 pandemic in India, approximately 320 million

learners across 1.5 million schools were affected (Lassa et al., 2022:416).

In South Africa flooding has disrupted schooling as above-normal rainfall continued in
January 2022. All nine provinces encountered heavy rainfall during the festive holiday
season, leading to the closure of schools. However, in Ladysmith, KwaZulu-Natal, the
commencement of the academic year was disrupted as learners were unable to attend
on the first day due to the town being flooded. The occurrence of road closures,
structural collapses, and buildings and homes being flooded prevented learners from
attending school (Phillips, 2022). According to Health Minister, Dr Joe Phaahla, the

floods in KwaZulu-Natal have had a profound impact on over 630 schools. Of these
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schools, 101 were unreachable, and 124 have experienced significant damage
(Government of South Africa, 2022).

Disasters and pandemics are recurring, unforeseen events that can have a global
impact on communities and individuals and have far-reaching implications. These
disasters and pandemics provide numerous difficulties to populations' physical well-

being as well as their social, economic, and educational settings.

2.3 IMPACT OF DISASTERS AND PANDEMICS ON SOCIETY, INDIVIDUALS AND
LEARNERS

Natural disasters and pandemics can have far-reaching consequences on society,
individuals, and learners. These consequences can be both immediate and long-term,
influencing many parts of one's life. The magnitude and intensity of an event frequently
undermine the capacity of systems and services to respond, resulting in major
infrastructure and facility destruction. The succeeding ongoing stressors and social
disturbance compound the trauma of the original occurrence and can have a long-
term negative impact on mental health and well-being that society, individuals, and
learners may face, and special problems connected with distinct phases of physical,
mental, emotional, cognitive, and social development (Gibbs, Nursey, Cook, Ireton,
Alkemade et al., 2019:1). Some of the major ways in which disasters and pandemics
can affect these three groups are the following (Figure 2-2):

//'ﬁ\,\
(\’ -

Impact on society Impact on the individual Impact on learmers
=Health impact =Mental health = Educational disruption

- Economic impact =Physical health =Learning loss
= Mental health impact =Grief and loss =Mental health challenges
- Displacement ~Economic disruption =Social isolation
=Limited involvement with
refigious, sports, and cultural
activities
=Rights of learners
~Food insecurity
=Resilicnce and adaptability

IMPACT OF DISASTERS AND PANDEMICS ON SOCIETY, INDIVIDUAL S AND LEARNERS

Figure 2-2 Impact of disasters and pandemics on society, individuals, and

learners
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2.3.1 Impact on society

Disasters and pandemics have multifaceted effects on society, touching on health,
economics, social dynamics, education, mental health, technology, governance, the
environment, migration, and global relations. The extent and nature of these impacts
can vary widely depending on the specific event and the capacity of societies to
respond and adapt. The various impacts on a broad basis that disasters and

pandemics can have on the community are as follows:

Health impact - such events lead to widespread illness, deaths, and straining the
healthcare system. The healthcare system with disasters and pandemics can be
overwhelmed and lead to a strain on resources. The nature of epidemics is such that
their outbreak is frequently abrupt, resulting in an increase in hospital admissions and
mortality in many situations. Due to infection, the mortality rate is higher in the elderly
and comorbid patients. The COVID-19 outbreak has also nearly brought the
healthcare system to its knees (Malik, Chhabra & Chandra, 2022:836,853).

Economic impact - Disasters can disrupt economies by damaging infrastructure
causing job losses and impacting businesses. The occurrence of large-scale disruptive
events around the world necessitates an understanding of the socio-economic
consequences on societies (Malik et al., 2022:836). Drought grasped the worldwide
spotlight in Cape Town in early 2018, and it was the most severe drought on record,
affecting the water taps of four million people. Water can be considered an urgency
for socio-economic growth in this context, as it is inextricably linked to poverty
reduction, work creation, food production, and public well-being (Engvist & Ziervogel,
2019:12).

Indeed, the economic consequences of the pandemic disproportionately affect
underprivileged communities during COVID-19. Within South Africa, the COVID-19
outbreak and the imposition of lockdowns in the country have not only played a role in
controlling the virus's spread but have also left a significant imprint on the financial
stability of its citizens. Nonetheless, this has given rise to extensive and unparalleled
societal upheaval, including the loss of income (Ramoshaba, 2023a:51). Pandemics

or disasters have the potential to severely disrupt the functioning of a society.
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Mental health impact - Economic and social disturbances can have a complicated
impact on a society's psychological well-being, affecting physical as well as mental
wellness. Unemployment, income loss, property loss, or loss of healthcare insurance,
as well as delays in healthcare, hospital prevention, and delay of planned medical
care, increase fatality can have a related influence on a society's mental well-being
(Antipova, 2021:1).

In South Africa, when disasters such as floods occur communities face threats with
insufficient coping capacity, rendering them more vulnerable. Hazards in such
situations can result in widespread injury and death, severe property loss, and

environmental degradation (Ngcamu, 2023:2).

The World Health Organization (WHO) reports (2022) that most emergency victims
will endure short-term emotional trauma that will recover with time. One in every five
people (22%) who went through war or other conflict in the last 10 years may suffer
from signs of depressive disorders, anxiety disorders, post-traumatic stress disorder,
bipolar disorder, or psychotic. Communal self-help initiatives and social assistance
may be improved, for example, by establishing or re-forming community groups in
which people work together to address problems and participate in initiatives like

disaster relief or gaining new skills (WHO, 2022).

Displacement - Displacement caused by disasters or pandemics creates new
challenges for a society and a community as reflected by the Internal Displacement
Monitoring Centre. Between 2008 and 2013, disasters and natural disasters relocated
about 47 million people in South Asia. The extent of disaster-caused relocation is
affected by the community's vulnerability to stressors as well as its ability to survive
the severe weather. In these conditions, social, economic, and political factors all have
a substantial influence on one's capacity to cope and have several consequences for
people and communities. In disaster scenarios, dwellings and livelihoods are
destroyed, networks of social support are harmed and novel challenges such as family
separation, neglecting of children, and gender-based violence are created. These risks
become more severe if people are relocated more often and for longer periods
(Kaluarachchi, 2018:444).
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Disasters are frequently distinct to a location, highlighting the community as a place-
based entity, and they may be specific to an individual, or a specific population group,
as a result making a shared identity or activity visible. Social workers are required to
consider and assist all types of communities in their attempts to improve disaster
resilience, disaster catastrophe readiness, and long-term disaster support (Alston,
Hazeleger, & Hargreaves, 2019:131).

2.3.2 Impact on the individual

Disasters, pandemics, and similar crises can also impact individuals in various ways,
with specific repercussions depending on the characteristics and intensity of the event,
as well as an individual's circumstances and resilience. There are several effects that
a disaster and pandemic can have on the individual. These effects include the

following:

Mental health — People’s mental health is compromised due to stress and trauma
associated with disasters and pandemics and can lead to a significant increase in
mental health issues such as anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder.
Trauma is a complex result of an unexpected occurrence, or a series of complex
events and it defines trauma as both an event and a mental state response. The
response to trauma can be linked to prior conditions, for example social and economic
vulnerabilities as well as an individual’s existing weaknesses and their ability to
recover in the aftermath of a disaster. Trauma of a disaster can also include grief or
loss of loved ones, anger, and loss of a place, or undermining the safety of a home
(Alston et al., 2019:150-152).

Physical health- A person’s physical health may be harmed by bodily injury and death
due to natural disasters such as tsunamis, earthquakes, hurricanes, floods, droughts,
and wildfires, as well as man-made disasters such as warfare, social unrest, conflict,
and terrorist acts (Cueto & Agaton, 2021:1).

Grief and loss - Grief and loss due to a disaster and pandemic caused a significant
disruption in typical bereavement. The death of a loved one in a natural disaster is

exceptionally traumatic and distressing, because it usually occurs quickly and
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unexpectedly. Natural disasters frequently occur as major catastrophic occurrences,
placing others' and one's own lives in danger and causing numerous types of losses
at the same time, including human life losses (Gesi, Carmassi, Cerveri, Carpita,
Cremone et al., 2020:2). Research in Sri Lanka found that not knowing whether a lost
family member was dead or alive predicted significant depression and dysfunction and
protracted grief disorder in survivors (Rahmani, Ashraf & Pumariega, 2022:484).

Economic disruption - Individuals living in poverty were particularly hard hit by the
economic disruption due to the COVID-19 pandemic. This is due to greater exposure
to the disease, as well as potential loss of employment, increased in additional
expenses, decreased exposure and limited public transportation, wider educational
gaps on bureaucracy and digital means, as well as limited access to services and
support structures for the poor. Many firms could no longer employ their employees
and as a result, a vast majority lost their jobs mainly members of marginalized groups
(Itzhaki-Braun, 2021:716). This is in line with the United Nations Economic
Commission for Africa (UNECA), which reported that COVID-19 brought economic
challenges such as increased poverty and unemployment levels (Ramoshaba,
2023a:512).

To understand the emotional process an individual goes through during and after a
disaster, the universal psychological responses as set out and described by Sheek-
Hussein, Abu-Zidan and Stip (2021:4) in terms of their Universal Psychological
Response Cycle, gives insight into emotional and psychological experiences that an
individual will go through during and after such event. The Universal Psychological
Response Cycle, which consists of four responses, is a paradigm that helps to
understand how people normally respond to disasters and traumatic situations. While
everyone reacts and respond differently, this framework aids in recognizing general

patterns of behaviour.

The four responses of the cycle, as shown in Figure 2-3, are (1) the fear response; (2)
the emotive response to separation, loss, and grief; (3) the adaptive learning, sleep,
and social cognition response, (4) finally sensemaking reaction. All these reactions
are controlled by interaction between them, and social workers need to identify where
the individual is in this cycle to provide the correct intervention (Sheek-Hussein et al.,
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2021:4).

Search for

meaning

Figure 2-3: Universal psychological responses after disasters (Sheek-Hussein
et al., 2021:4)

Finally, the effects of disasters on an individual are multifaceted. While they can create
a great deal of pain and disruption, they also present chances for growth and
resilience. Understanding how these effects interact is critical for both individual
healing and social readiness. It is crucial to recognize that people can react to
emergencies in various manners, and their capacity to bounce back and manage the
situation can differ. Early availability of support services, such as social work services,
psychological therapy, and social aid, might alleviate certain adverse consequences
of crises on individuals. Community and social support networks are crucial in
assisting individuals in navigating and recovering from the consequences of

catastrophes and pandemics.

Having established the importance of support services and community networks,
attention will now shift to the distinct ways in which learners might be impacted by

disasters.

2.3.3 Impact on learners

Each learner, according to the ecological system theory of Bronfenbrenner (Hayes,

O’'Toole & Halpenny, 2017:81), has a distinct and extremely specific collection of
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experiences that result in a distinct life story. Every child is a lifelong learner who
develops into a member of a family and a community with distinct customs and
lifestyles. It has been determined in recent years that fostering young children's
agency is essential to their learning, development, and overall well-being (Hayes et
al., 2017:81).

Like other people, learners also have the need to be acknowledged, valued, accepted,
loved, and impacted by others (Hayes et al., 2017:86) This idea emphasizes the
importance of acknowledging every learner as an individual and relating to them as
thinking, self-reliant human beings, by listening to their ideas, thoughts, and desires.
(Hayes et al., 2017:86). Therefore, it is crucial to voice the effect disasters can have

on a learner.

Natural disasters carry substantial economic and social ramifications, with health-
related disasters arguably exerting a more pronounced influence on education than
many other types of crises (Shan & Beheshti, 2021). This also applies to the COVID-
19 pandemic (Itzhaki-Braun, 2021:716). During this pandemic, high school learners
have experienced significant losses. A period that should have marked the
development of greater independence has been hindered by shelter-in-place
guidelines. Milestones like graduations, proms, athletic events, college visits, and
numerous other social and educational experiences have been disrupted or cancelled,
and the opportunity to relive these moments is no longer possible (Hoofman & Secord,
2021:1074). The influence of disasters and pandemics on high school learners’ lives

were as follows:

Educational disruption - Disruption of education due to disasters and pandemics can
lead to learning loss, academic delays, and a lack of access to high-quality education
(Hoofman & Secord 2021:1073). The educational consequences of the lockdown
during the COVID-19 situation and school closures in South Africa, are expected to be
significant and long-lasting. At least four million learners will have missed more than
half (57%) of the number of school days typically scheduled up to August 7, 2020.
Studies have shown that learners demonstrate a negative effect of a discrepancy
between curricular expectations and the learners’ level (van der Berg & Spaull,
2020:16).
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Learning loss - Despite diligent attempts to establish a supportive remote learning
environment, emerging evidence indicates that school closures have indeed led to
tangible learning setbacks (Maldonado & De Witte, 2021:70). Unequal impacts of
extended school closures have resulted in severe learning loss, particularly for
learners from low-income families. According to Kuhfeld, Soland, Tarasawa, Johnson,
Ruzek et al. (2020:262) and Hoofman and Secord (2021:1072), exposure to parental
unemployment indicates a significantly wider achievement difference in both
mathematics and reading. Learners may lose an average of 37% to 50% of their

annual advances in mathematics during extended school closures.

Mental health challenges - Learners also face mental health challenges during
disasters and pandemics. During the COVID-19 pandemic, learners experienced

heightened stress, anxiety, and despair (Li, 2022:1).

Factors like uncertainty, worry, and upheaval can have a negative impact on learners’
mental health, weakening their capacity to focus and learn efficiently. Children and
adolescents who have mental health needs experienced a scarcity of the normal
resources that educational institutions offer as a result of these closures. Eighty-three
percent of the 2 111 participants with a history of mental illness in the United Kingdom
who patrticipated in a survey conducted by the mental health charity Young Minds,
aged 25 or older, stated that the pandemic worsened their conditions (Lee, 2020: 421).
In addition, 26% of young people reported encountering barriers to procuring mental
health assistance due to the cancellation of in-person and peer support services, as
well as difficulties utilizing remote support platforms via phone or the Internet (Lee,
2020: 421).

The pandemic has had a detrimental impact on learners’ mental health, resulting in a
higher incidence of major depressive disorder (MDD) and generalized anxiety disorder
(GAD). This, according to Li (2022:1) significantly exacerbated mental health issues

like feelings of frustration, stress, and sadness.

Social isolation - Linked to increased anxiety and depression up to nine years later,
is social isolation. Closing schools has a significant impact on both learners and

parents as they adjust to the loss of all school functions (Hoofman & Secord

57



2021:1073). For example, during widespread lockdowns, the absence of socialisation
within a school system is difficult to substitute, and it increases learners’ loneliness
(Mazrekaj & De Witte, 2023:3). Social isolation, particularly among learners, can result
in feelings of loneliness, anxiety, and despair. According to research, social
engagement is essential for mental health and well-being (Almeida, Rego, Teixeira &
Moreira 2021:1).

Limited involvement with religious, sports, and cultural activities - In a disaster
where forced lockdowns are implemented, social connections from social and spiritual
support are crucial in helping mitigate stress (Fogel, Sela & Hen-Herbst, 2022:11). To
combat the spread of COVID-19, health officials imposed policies that raised physical
distance and limited person-to-person contact. This included the closure of schools,
community centres, parks, wellness centres, and the halting of organized sports.
Cancelling school, sports, and leisure options can have a significant influence on high
school learners' health behaviours, such as physical exercise, social relationships, and
mental well-being (Shepherd et al., 2021:2). The lack of cultural and social activities
in a disaster resulted in feeling alone and disconnected from their communities

(Chavez Villegas, Peirolo, Rocca, Alessandra Ipince & Bakrania, 2021:5).

Rights of learners - The rights of learners are infringed upon due to forced school
closure. According to Munir (2021:1-2) many learners' rights were being violated as a
result of school closures to restrict the spread of COVID-19. Lockdowns and school
closures have disproportionately impacted learners' well-being and exacerbated vast
inequities between the advantaged and poor. There is a need to recognize how

ongoing restrictions affect learners and to protect the rights of all learners.

Food insecurity - When schools are forced to close, their feeding schemes also close,
resulting in food insecurity, which distresses the learners of families who are striving
to make ends meet. While some families are poor, others are falling further into
poverty. The strain on social services has restricted access to healthcare and
nutritional food, endangering learners’ health. School closures have impacted almost
90% of learners, or 1.6 billion, and globally, the lockdown has harmed learner's rights

to learn and develop scholastically (van der Berg & Spaull, 2020:140).
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As stated by van der Berg and Spaull (2020:140), the economic repercussions of
disasters and pandemics can affect poor-income families, making it difficult to provide
for the material needs of learners. In the context of COVID-19, learners suffered due
to hunger. In 2018, 77% of learners in public schools in South Africa, or nearly 9 million
learners, get food every school day and it is a basic need that was lost during the

nationwide lockdown.

Safety and security - Extended and unregulated periods of time spent on online
educational platforms have exposed children, adolescents, and young adults to
potentially detrimental and aggressive material, and an increased likelihood of facing
cyberbullying according to the Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD, 2020:28). Due to the closure of schools and strict containment
measures, an increasing number of families have resorted to utilizing technology and
digital solutions for educational purposes, entertainment, and maintaining connections
with the external world (OECD 2020:28).

The significant surge in the utilization of virtual platforms has been associated with an
escalation in incidents of domestic violence and child abuse. This is due to the fact
that the perpetrators are frequently present within the household or nearby, which
serves as both a psychological diversion and a danger to the individuals engaged in

online learning (Ravichandran, Shah & Ravichandran, 2020:3118).

Resilience and adaptability — While disasters and pandemics pose challenges, on a
positive side, resilience and adaptability in learners can be fostered during and after a
disaster. Learners gain life skills such as problem-solving abilities, social skills,
confidence in oneself, autonomy, the need to study, analytical thinking, how and when
to seek help, in the context of effective schools. As a result, schools play an essential

function in disaster readiness, risk mitigation, and resilience (Masten, 2021:5).

The correlation between personality types and handling school closures, has also
been verified in recent times. Conscientiousness is one personality attribute that has
been linked to self-regulation learning strategies and problem-solving techniques as
an underlying mechanism in dealing with school closures (Mazrekaj & De Witte,
2023:4)
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It is critical to recognize and address these consequences on learners’ well-being by
establishing ways to prevent negative effects and enhance their well-being. This
includes taking into consideration the role of the school social worker in ensuring that

the crucial needs of learners are met in times of crisis, as discussed in the next section.

2.4 SCHOOL SOCIAL WORKERS’ ROLE IN THE EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM

Social work's path to environmental consciousness has been complicated by
modernity, individualism, a narrow understanding of environment in the ‘person-in-
environment' concept, and a prevailing neoliberal ideology. Social work has
traditionally emphasized the individual as the topic, with the environment serving as a
modifier or setting (Alston et al., 2019: 24). According to Alston et al. (2019: 28) social
workers like Helen Perlman concentrated on providing clients with individualized care
to help them adapt to their circumstances during the post-World War 1l era. People
have to change their behaviour in order to fit into and survive their immediate social
environment. As a result, throughout this time, the social environment—the elements
of family and community that influenced people's lives—became linked to the
environment. However, the definition of "environment" did not include elements related
to the physical environment, despite the fact that the idea of the "person-in-the-
environment" was widely regarded as an important theoretical construct (Alston et al.,
2019: 28).

According to Alston et al. (2019:83), the lack of a worldwide social work voice
conveying the voices of people affected by environmental disasters keeps the
vocabulary of climate change and disasters centred on economic, scientific, and
technological discourse and answers. There is a pressing need to enhance social work
‘environmental literacy', not just for the benefit of social work, but also to facilitate a
greater understanding of social implications among the larger community of disaster
academics (Alston et al., 2019: 83).

The history of school social work is intertwined with the evolution of social work as a
profession and the awareness of the value of treating learners' social and emotional

needs within the educational system. The origins of school social workers may be
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dated back to the "visiting teacher" that started nearly simultaneously in four cities in
1906-1907, namely New York, Chicago, Boston, and Hartford, Connecticut. The New
York programme wanted to satisfy their learners’ needs and develop stronger
interaction between home and school. Healthcare for learners, leisure activities, and
guidance for parents have already been demonstrated in social communities to foster
healthy learner development. The benefits of these visiting teachers were greatly
acknowledged after 1913, since most school social services were a natural part of the

public-school system (Sosa, Cox & Alvarez, 2017:10,11).

According to Vergottini and Weyers (2020:128), the South African education system
has transformed fundamentally since the beginning of the democratic era, 1994 and
onwards. In accordance with the Bill of Rights in the new Constitution (South Africa.
1996), all learners, including those with impairments, have the right to be educated
and have equitable access to educational facilities. In 1996, the then-President and
Minister of Education; formed two organizations to make recommendations and
present solutions to all special and supportive needs in education. The Education
White Paper 6 as mentioned by Vergottini and Weyers (2020:130) was one of the
utmost prominent policy publications that accentuated the wide range of learning
demands of learners. These learning demands including physical, psychological,
sensory, cognitive, and developmental deviations, as well as psychosocial issues,
learning gaps, particular life events, and socio-economic hardship needs to be
addressed by the educational system. To address part of the above demands a
conference was held in July 2010 where a recommendation was made to the South
African Council for Social Service Professions (SACSSP) to include school social work
as a speciality field in social work. As a result, the National Committee for School
Social Work Education and Practice was formed to draw up a proposal that included
the recommendation that school social work becomes a field of speciality, which was
accepted in 2017 by SACSSP (Vergottini & Weyers, 2020:129-130). Although this
recommendation was made, school social work is currently not a specialisations field
in this profession (SACSSP: 2024).

The majority of school social workers are employed by provincial education
departments. In addition, individual school governing bodies (SGBs) of

mainstream and special schools have the power to appoint non-subsidized social
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workers and pay them from their financial resources as showed in Figure 2-4
(Vergottini & Weyers, 2020:125).

National Department of Basic Education

Provincial Department of Basic Education

School social workers employed at district

School social workers employed at circuit

School soclal workers employed In
mainstream schools (Including “Full
Service

Schools™) and/or special schools
{(“Resource Centre™) within
districts/circuits

School social workers
employed by school
governing bodies (SGB's)

and paid from SGB budgets

Figure 2-4: The basic structure of South African school social work (Vergottini
& Weyers, 2020:126)

School social work is an expanding field of practice that aims to help learners achieve
academic success and healthy development outcomes in reaching his or her full
potential. School social workers collaborate with teachers, administrators, and other
school officials to ensure learner achievement. The concept of a school social worker
evolves with each new and emerging assignment, requesting a larger repertoire of
abilities to fit the demands of a particular educational context. The increasing
importance of school social workers calls for daily flexibility due to constant shifts in
public schooling, such as rising levels of poverty, greater reliance on alternative school
settings, and competitive education reform approaches (Sosa et al., 2017:44).

A school social worker wears numerous hats, including that of a case manager,
learner and parent advocate, learner mediator, counsellor, and resource provider.
School social workers are typically “on-site”, and they have a particular role and

function within their schools (University of Southern California, 2019).

Social workers in a 'typical' South African school framework, whether employed by the
provincial government or the SGB, can carry out a variety of duties, including the
following (Vergottini & Weyers, 2020:131-132):
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screening, identifying, and assessing learners in requirement of social work
services;

construing and evaluating identified requirements and problems;

offering direct intervention services;

encouraging parental and community involvement;

consulting with parents, educators, support staff, and other professionals about
any concerns (physical, academic and emotional) affecting a learner;

being in partnership with other role-players and coordinating services to ensure
the expansion of inter-professional teams through, for example, the use of case
conferences;

cooperation with resource persons within other departments and organisations;
and

generating and maintaining a workable, effective managerial system.

According to Reyneke (2018:85), international requirements are that education be

available, accessible, acceptable, and adaptive as referred to by what is known as the

4A framework. The school social worker contributes to the 4A framework by having

the following responsibilities:

Development of programmes to address learning hurdles such as poverty,
safety concerns, and a lack of psychosocial well-being;

Arrange and present workshops and training for employees;

Screening and evaluation of new admissions;

Developing of Life Orientation curriculum and assistance to instructors;
Compiling and presenting programmes of assistance for learners and their
parents/guardians;

Presenting prevention programmes, such as addressing bullying, suicide, drug
addiction, negative parenting, crime, and teen pregnancy;,

Identifying and providing access to resources such as food programmes;
Policy formulation and implementation;

Psychosocial counselling, including trauma counselling; and

Contacting outside NGO’s or Department of Social Development and referring

to them.
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School social workers, have skills and information that educators do not have, and
their contribution to schools can assist in building a school atmosphere that fulfils

learners’ rights to basic education and social services (Reyneke, 2018:102-103).

Hence, it is clear that school social workers can play an important and vital role in
promoting learners' overall welfare and success. This is done by addressing their
social, emotional, and behavioural needs and collaborating with educators, parents,

and community resources to create a supportive and inclusive school environment.

The focus in the next section is on the school social worker's role during and after a

disaster.

2.5 SCHOOL SOCIAL WORKERS’ ROLE DURING AND AFTER DISASTERS

During and after a disaster, school social workers can play an essential role in offering
vital support to learners, their families, and school personnel. Their efforts are crucial
in assisting individuals and communities in dealing with disaster aftermath in the
school context. People with disabilities, culturally and linguistically diverse groups,
people who are homeless, and families with learners all have different needs in
disaster situations. Hence, learners in a disaster situation will also have a diversity of
needs (Boetto et al., 2021:1626). As there are limited research resources available
about the role school social workers play during and after a disaster, this research was

undertaken to contribute to filling this gap in the social work knowledge gap.

The coronavirus pandemic increased the criticality of resolving the population's social
demands, and the services of social workers were vital in dealing with all facets of this
emergency circumstances, including education, for example, For example, the
scenario generated by COVID-19 resulted in the suppression of activities at all stages
of schooling in most countries, forcing the populations to remain at home. As a result,
social workers must ensure the educational community's support in such situations
through digital means to secure the social protection of learners (Cifuentes-Faura,
2020:796).
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Social workers, work with people who have had lengthy and complex histories of
abuse and trauma, as well as urgent physical, mental, emotional, social, and spiritual
needs. Even when social workers are not helping the most vulnerable, they may be
working with people who have been through a traumatic experience that has had an
impact on their lives and well-being (Kawam & Martinez, 2017). In an article, Lana Lipe
(2020), quoted, Lindy Alexander, a social worker, and author’s words: “It's a privilege
to be able to bear witness to someone's story when they may not have had the chance
to tell it before.” This is the foundation and pinnacle of intervention efforts. Social
workers have been doing this work long before the pandemic and will continue to be
champions for rendering social services in the future (Lipe, 2020).

According to school social workers their present functions in South African schools
consist of emergency response, therapy, and offering support services to learners and
their families, which may include house calls and referrals to other service providers,
recognizing and creating support networks, and giving training on social issues. The
school social worker is seen as a member of a diversified support team responsible
for delivering psychosocial support services within the context of equitable learning
opportunities but retains a particular role as a social worker (van Sittert, 2016:2).

During and after a disaster, social problems including poverty, people with disabilities,
gender discrimination, child labour, and criminality increase. Social workers are willing
to help those in need, especially those who are vulnerable during and after disasters
(Mohinuddin, 2020).

Disaster preparedness necessitates an understanding of a community's or in this
regard the learners, level of resilience, potential hazards, and dangers, as well as
enhancing the learner-community capacity to cope with the repercussions and impacts
of a disaster occurrence. Disaster preparedness also necessitates an integrated
approach including all sectors of the community, including citizens and groups from
the local community, corporate and governmental organizations, and local
governments. Social work's ethical responsibility to promote climate justice as a
profession committed to social justice and human rights, in this regard the learners,
could be met through a comprehensive approach to disaster practice that more
completely integrates preparedness (Boetto et al., 2021:1624).
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Other abilities, as set out by Yeshiva University (2019), required for disaster relief, also
relevant to school social work, to conduct:

e Case management: Entailing ensuring a meaningful mix of services for
learners, by locating the appropriate programmes, services, and resources.

e Case finding: An important service after a disaster, since many victims are
unaware of all of the disaster relief resources that are available to them;
alternatively, they may be afraid of being judged by their peers for accessing
social services.

e Outreaches: Increasing the geographical and social accessibility of
programmes and services by establishing satellite locations for relevant
programmes.

e Advocacy: Using professional contacts within organisations to advocate for

customers qualifying for assistance.

Because of the complexity and dimensions of reality that exist in society, social work
experts can perform many functions during a disaster. Their initiatives concentrate on
treating social problems and encouraging change in society, an extensive area of
intervention, prevention, and support. Disasters or pandemics significantly heighten
the urgency of solving the population's social needs, and social workers, including
school social workers, have a critical role to play in all aspects of dealing with this

emergency.

To guarantee conformity with the principles of equality, social justice, and full
participation of all learners, no matter their social and cultural status, gender, or
individual characteristics, barriers to education and skill acquisition must be removed.
Education and social policies cannot be detached from the formation of a consistent
and just society in which an inclusive social model gives an educational response. The
presence of social workers in schools enables preventive and specialized
interventions in cases of lack of protection, social disadvantage, and educational
challenges of learners (Cifuentes-Faura, 2020:795-796). In terms of leadership,
school social work can act as educational leaders who collaborate with schools to fulfil
the needs of all learners in any difficult situation, and they are in the position to do

resource coordination (Berg, 2022:20).
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As a result, school social workers have an important and complex role to play in
disaster management. As research and literature in the fields of school social work
and disaster management continue to highlight the value of their contributions, it is
clear that school social workers play an important role in creating a supportive and
nurturing environment in which learners can thrive, even in the face of adversity in the

South African school system.

The next section discusses the challenges that school social workers might face during

a disaster.

2.6 CHALLENGES OF SCHOOL SOCIAL WORKERS DURING DISASTERS

As explained previously, in recent years, the world has seen an increase in the
frequency and intensity of natural and man-made disasters such as hurricanes,
wildfires, pandemics, and violent actions, and also recently in the COVID-19 pandemic
(see section 2.2). School social workers, who are educated to give critical support in
various settings, including educational settings, can play an important role in assisting
learners, families, and school personnel in dealing with the emotional, psychological,
and social consequences of disasters. Despite their critical role, however, school
social workers face severe challenges when responding to and minimizing the effects
of disasters. The difficulties faced by school social workers during disasters range from
resource limits to the emotional toll of their employment. The following challenges are

explored:

e Concerns about personal health and safety

Social workers often work in conditions that are not conducive to their own health and
safety and they may have to manage dangerous scenarios such as the results of
natural disasters, pandemics, or violent events. Weng, (2022:1444) indicated that little
is known about social workers' experiences in these contexts, but Weng stated that ,
while many social workers believed their organizations handled the COVID-19
pandemic appropriately, they still feared getting the virus due to the numerous
unknowns at the start of the pandemic.
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Despite the safety precautions put in place, social workers mentioned multiple
instances that made them concerned about contracting the illness and infecting loved
ones. This vulnerability affected the morale and sense of safety of social workers
(Weng, 2022:1436).

e Emotional Impact
Witnessing learners' and families' suffering and trauma can be emotionally draining
for school social workers. While providing support, they may need to regulate their
own emotional responses. Social workers, like any other profession, have constraints
that make it difficult for them to carry out their mandate during and after natural
disasters. Social workers who work with disaster survivors experience weariness and
secondary traumatic stress is also evident amongst them, as well as burnout
(Matlakala, Nyahunda, Makhubele, 2021:190). Therefore, to be effective in dealing
with emotionally charged circumstances social workers must be skilled at managing
their own emotions as well as emotionally accessibility to clients (Weng, 2022:1442).
Negative outcomes can emerge if social workers' emotions are disregarded and/or not
managed. This obligation, especially during times of high intensity, such as a disaster

or pandemic, can be physically and emotionally exhausting.

e Limited resources
Disasters can strain available resources, making it difficult to get supplies and services
for learners and their families. School social workers may face a shortage of mental
health services and other essential resources. However, due to a lack of or insufficient
resources, social workers could be unable to carry out their responsibilities. According
to Matlakala et al. (2021:191) social workers from the Tzaneen Municipality area
stated that they are unable to assist community members during natural disasters
owing to a lack of capital resources. Legislators decreased financial support for social
workers due to their lack of understanding of the importance and the role of social

workers during natural disasters (Matlakala et al., 2021:190-191).
Weng (2022:1438) stated that some social workers were surprised at how their

services were transformed during the COVID-19 pandemic into services over the

phone and the social media. Another difficulty for social workers was connecting
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clients to community resources and/or contacting outside providers for information.
Outside social workers operating from home may lack the necessary resources to

work from home, creating barriers that harm clients.

The 2008 Child Protection Strategy (UNICEF, 2022:4) has led to an emphasis on
system strengthening, particularly in the social services setting working with school
learners. There is an absence of sufficient funding for social work services as
resources will undermine all attempts to develop child protection sustainably, therefore
human resources dedicated to learners and families across all sectors including social
protection, justice, health, education, and disaster management must be prioritised
(UNICEF, 2022:5). As a result, during such times, social workers often are unable to
deliver excellent service because they are unable to keep up with the number of
communities to serve and are unable to respond to all emergencies on time (Matlakala
et al., 2021:194).

The majority of school social workers are employed either at the district or provincial
level. According to the March 2023 report of the Social Service Workforce obtained by
Health-e News from the DBE, there are 606 school social workers in South Africa.
Based on the South African Government's 2021 estimate of 14 million learners in the
public-school system, this translates to one school social worker for every 23 000

learners (Jiang, 2023).

Nevertheless, it is of critical importance that the scarcity of school social workers be
addressed in order to provide a complete and supportive environment to learners in

disaster situati