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1 SECTION A PART I: 
ORIENTATION TO THE 
RESEARCH 

Early adolescents’ perceptions of respect in the educator-learner relationship 

1.1 Introduction 
Respect is about how we interact with one-another and Clemans, Graber and Bettencourt 

(2012: 480) suggest that it is a “willingness to obey authority-directed commands”. 

Prillentensky (2012) supports this view and goes on to comment that respect reflects high 

levels of wellness. High levels of well-being are experienced in healthy and warm 

relationships with the focus on the needs of others, on caring, and on the sharing of power 

(Nelson, Amio, Prilleltensky and Nickels, 2000). An imbalance in power in relationship 

generates a lack of respect in behaviour, relationship and discipline (Prilleltensky, Nelson and 

Peirson, 2001). South African school classrooms have become the focus of research studies 

(Andersen, Evans and Harvey, 2012; Kitchen, Roos and Ferreira, 2012; O’Grady, 2014). 

Although literature was available on the educators’ view of respect in the educator-learner 

relationship, none known was found on the learners’ perception of respect in the educator-

learner relationship within the South African context specifically (Bush, Joubert, Kiggundu 

and van Rooyen, 2010; Nkoane, Mahlomaholo and Ambrosio, 2013). The importance of 

learners’ perception of respect in the educator-learner relationship was seen as necessary for 

the focus of the study (Kitchen et al., 2012; Van Schalkwyk and Wissing, 2010). 
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The educator-learner relationship is an important example of relational well-being (Nelson, et 

al., 2000).  Relational well-being is viewed as the key for personal well-being (Prilleltensky 

et al., 2001). Supportive relationships contribute to relational well-being by encouraging 

personal growth. Personal growth leads to the gaining of new information and according to 

Davies and colleagues, establishes a productive learning environment (Davies, Jindal-Snape, 

Collier, Digby, Hay and Howe, 2013). A productive learning environment establishes the 

context for promoting the psychological well-being of learners, and the experience of positive 

educator-learner relations characterised by the showing of respect furthermore assumed to 

build complete mental health (Cotterell, 1992; Farmer and Farmer, 1999; Langhout, 2004). In 

the absence of the development of relational well-being with validation from respect shown 

in the educator-learner relationship within the school community, learning environments will 

be fundamentally challenged.  

This study was conducted from the perspective of the Complexity Theory, in order to 

promote the self-organising capacity of learners in the primary school (Grades Six or Seven) 

and to give voice to their perspectives of respect within educator-learner relationships. 

Complexity Theory provides a lens by means of which to identify problems within non-linear 

systems (Cairney, 2012) such as schools (Kitching, Roos and Ferreira, 2011). Non-linear 

systems allow for change, and with the focus of the school placed on the learner being 

promoted to the next grade, the activity between educators and learners is the focus of change 

(Mason, 2008). Change is brought about by reciprocal feedback, through the interplay 

between positive and negative feedback. Feedback fostering respect has the potential to focus 

on the learner’s needs and opinions, and allow for educator and learner to plan and think 

together. Sensitivity in the educator-learner relationship by showing respect and being open 

to feedback can bring about a shift in the functioning pattern of a school in a stable way 

(Folke, 2006) by using “self-organising capacities” (Teisman and Klijn, 2008: 288). 
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Wissing and Temane (2014) state that research is needed on relational well-being, and more 

specifically, those processes, such as respect, which are linked to the substantial role of inter-

connectedness in shaping living systems and human communities. In the following section a 

definition of respect will be offered, and the motivation for this research presented.  

1.2 Basic definition of respect  
Respect is about how we interact with one-another in one-on-one interactions (O’Grady, 

2014), such as the educator treating the learner in a worthy manner within the classroom 

situation. Respect reflects high levels of wellness (Prillentensky, 2012) and is an essential 

aspect of character and virtuous living, taken as reverence for the gift of life (Park, Peterson 

and Seligman, 2004). Furthermore, respect can be described as having consideration for the 

other persons’ viewpoint, and the willingness to listen to other persons’ outlooks (Kitching et 

al., 2012). Healthy and strong relationships incorporate respect by showing unreserved 

acceptance; for instance, of another person’s culture (Kitching et al., 2012). This means that 

the unqualified acceptance of other people’s standpoints, customs and/or cultures could be 

described as the balance between respect and disrespect in the educator-learner relationships 

in the school community. The role of respect as a series of well-intentioned attitudes that 

would manifest as admirable behaviour is essential for dealing with social and educational 

issues (Waddock and Smith, 2000). Then again, mutual respect is a reciprocal demand, i.e. it 

is given in order to be gained, involving the acknowledgement of the needs of the other, and 

therefore forming part of the nurturing process that aids relating and interacting (Kitching et 

al., 2012).  

In short, respect could be described as ‘the how’ by means of which a person performs ‘the 

what’ (O’Grady, 2014), such as parents who provide material goods for their children, but 

maltreat them emotionally, depriving them of respect and dignity. This means that the 

subjective processes, or the perception of human beings of these processes, namely the 
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treatment of each other, indicate that it is never just important that education, for example, is 

provided, but it matters as to how it is provided. Disrespect is thus typified by discriminating 

against, ignoring and disregarding others; and as a restraining process it could damage 

relational well-being. Emerson voiced the greatness of respectful engagement in the 

following way: “the secret in education lies in respecting the student” (Emmerson, 

1844/2006: 252). Following this, mutual respect can contribute to positive relationships.   

Positive relationships are an essential component of complete well-being, and flourishing 

persons (Seligman, 2011). The deliberate building of healthy and warm relations can enhance 

higher levels of well-being when focusing on the needs of others, on caring, and on the 

sharing of power (Nelson et al., 2000). Forming relationships can take various forms, from 

giving encouragement or advice, to counselling or tutoring (Jones and Costin, 1995). This can 

be associated with Kitching’s et al. findings (2012) that the receiving of respect through 

nurturing patterns of interrelatedness leads to a constructive learning environment, with 

everyone participating and sharing decision-making and power. In the primary school 

context, Grade Six and Seven learners (eleven to thirteen years of age) are in the pre- and 

early adolescent phase, and during this life phase, youngsters are primarily focused on 

relationships with others (Jones and Costin, 1995). 

1.3 Early Adolescence 
Adolescence defines the developmental period between the ages of twelve and eighteen years 

(Erikson’s Psychosocial Stages Summary Chart). According to Louw and Louw (2007) early 

adolescence begins at ten to thirteen years of age, middle adolescence at fourteen to sixteen, 

and late adolescence at seventeen to nineteen years of age. Considered by many as the 

initiating period in the transition between childhood and adulthood, this phase of 

development is characterized by intense changes in the physical, emotional, behavioural and 

cognitive functioning and involve distinctive, multi-dimensional changes in biological, 
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psychosocial and cognitive levels (Conus, Cotton, Abdel-Baki, Lambert, Berk and McGory, 

2006; Gouws, Kruger and Burger, 2000; Sadock, Kaplan and Sadock, 2007). Cognitively, the 

beginning of the formal operational phase involves abstract thinking capacities, which mature 

with the ability to reason in an abstract. An advance in knowledge, thinking and 

comprehension becomes noticeable (Campbell, 2011). During adolescence there is an internal 

debate, as the adolescent reasons between obligations to rules and other options (Kohlberg 

and Wasserman, 1980). The adolescent may test these other options to create and personalise 

their own values according to choices and the consequences, until coming to a set of ethics 

suitable to his needs and beliefs (Kohlberg and Wasserman, 1980). The development of 

abilities such as thinking through a hypothesis, planning, metacognition (thinking about 

thinking), and applying new thought strategies to new situations are characteristic (Slee, 

Campbell and Spears, 2012). 

On a psychosocial level, adolescents experience changes in the manner in which they 

perceive themselves (personal identity), as well as changes in their various roles in society 

(Louw and Louw, 2007; National Research Council [NRC], 2002). Social cognition is 

viewed as the way in which we understand other people, interpersonal relationships and 

social institutions. In early adolescence, mutual perspective-taking develops, improving the 

understanding of reciprocity in interactions; by late adolescence, social and conventional 

systems of perspective-taking develop, leading to a clearer understanding of reciprocal 

influences that these systems have on their actions and social roles in society. As with all 

stages of human development, the physical, cognitive, psychosocial and emotional 

development of adolescents impacts on their behaviour (Gouws et al., 2000). Changes in 

cognition meanwhile affect all aspects including academic performance and behaviour in 

school. 
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Psychosocial development occurs when the adolescent takes on new challenges (Erikson, 

1968). An unwillingness and failure to attempt a present challenge, reduces the adolescent’s 

ability to meet future challenges in the next stage of development (Erikson, 1968). For 

example, if adolescents fail to establish a lasting sense of self in the stage of identity 

formation, they will have difficulty with the follow-up stage called “intimacy versus 

isolation”, where the major challenge is commitment in relationships. Adolescent identity 

formation, i.e. knowing who they are and what is important to them, is therefore critical in 

human development as a whole. Identity formation, according to Erikson, includes reaching 

ego synthesis (which means developing a sense of self that is continuous, integrated and 

unified), forming a socio-cultural identity (which includes cultural value-orientations), 

forming gender-role- and career identity and developing a personal value system. A personal 

code of conduct develops from the adolescents’ perceptions and interactions and cognitive 

growth (Kohlberg, 1963). The development of morals and values are an integral part of 

adolescent psychosocial development, as noted by theorists Bandura and Walters (1963) and 

Bronfenbrenner (1979).  Moral values and behaviour are derived from watching and copying 

behaviours of significant others.   

Bronfenbrenner’s Bio-ecological Model (Bronfenbrenner and Evans, 2000), is based on the 

premise that society is a system, where different domains are interactive and interdependent 

and have reciprocal influences on social, moral and emotional development of the adolescent.  

Bronfenbrenner’s Bio-ecological Model is based on systems theory that originated from a 

study on how child development is affected by the child’s neighbourhood environment 

(Schwabe and Bartholomai, 1870) further explained by Shaffer and Kipp as changes in one 

level of the system resulting in changes in the others (2007). Thus, theoretically, changes in 

the classroom (a system), in the form of improvement or deterioration of educator and learner 

relationships, will influence the social/moral/emotional development of the adolescents in the 
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classroom. This Bronfenbrenner Bio-ecological Model emphasised the importance of 

understanding the bi-directionality of relationship: adult behaviour (which include reflections 

of personal morals) influences learner behaviour, but learner behaviour in turn affects adult 

behaviour. 

According to Campbell (2011), learners are learning to control their emotions and start to 

interact autonomously, by spending less time with families and more time alone or with 

friends. It seems that when early adolescents gain experience as to the showing of respect 

when interacting with educators, family members or friends, these experiences could 

facilitate the development process by enabling learners to be willing to listen to another’s 

needs, and to understand others’ viewpoints.  

A power imbalance in a relationship means that one person’s viewpoint is favoured over the 

others’ (Prilleltensky et al., 2001). The promotion of educator’s viewpoints over learners’ 

viewpoints also indicates reduced relational well-being, within the school community, 

productive learning environments will be seriously challenged.  

1.4 Academic performance and emotional well-being: Positive spirals 
 The implications of encouraging early adolescent learners to communicate their needs to 

their educators, is particularly important to the building of capacity to ensure a wellness 

approach (Kitching et al., 2011). A wellness approach in the Learner-centred Education 

Model established in 1967 (Croft, 2002), is viewed as educators showing respect towards 

learners by focussing on their need for emotional well-being as well as successful academic 

attainment. Buhs and Ladd (2001) and Wentzel (2003) reflected this phenomenon in yet 

another way stating that emotional well-being is promoted by healthy peer relationships 

which go hand in hand with academic achievement.  Ladd and Troop-Gordon (2003) is of the 

opinion that peer relationships, emotional well-being and academic achievement contribute to 
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the psychosocial well-being of the learner. Psychosocial well-being includes positive 

emotions of joy, interest, contentment and love experienced when interest is shown in another 

(Fredrickson, 2001). The Broaden and Build Theory (Fredrickson, 2001)  identifies the effect 

of positive emotions in broadening an individual’s awareness and it is furthermore assumed 

that a broadened awareness activates an individual’s ability to focus and respond, creating 

innovative thoughts enabling the brain towards better performance. Fredrickson (2013) 

provides evidence that the broadening of awareness brought about by positive emotions can 

impact cognitive, psychological, social and physical functions to create an upward spiral of 

resilience and resourcefulness. Fredrickson (2001; 2009; 2013) indicates the role of 

emotional well-being in attaining school success. In addition, Van Schalkwyk and Wissing 

(2013) are of the opinion that positive emotions in adolescents such as interest, gratitude and 

compassion ensure positive relations and respectful engagement.  

Kitching et al. (2012) also indicated that respectful engagement between educator and learner 

develops into sincere caring between educator and learner and these experiences could 

facilitate responsible behaviour by the learner. Gibbons and Silva (2011) supports this view 

of respectful engagement indicating good academic motivation and participation by learners. 

It is evident that fostering positive emotions in early adolescents promotes cognitive, 

psychological, social and physical well-being in them. Since early adolescents spend many 

hours in school, educator-learner relationships are important social resources for contributing 

to the upward spirals of sustainable well-being.  

1.5  Educators’ challenges in the classroom  
The promotion of sustainable well-being is particularly important in South African schools 

because   many learners fail to complete their school careers and this drop out is linked to low 

levels of learner motivation Grobler, Knight, Lens and Lacante (2014). Motivation 

experienced by a person contributes towards achievement of the best results when it is 
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autonomous or directed by the learner (Grobler et al., 2014). Respect for the autonomy of the 

learner is one of the processes that promote overall well-being (Samuel and Stevens, 2000). 

Overall well-being is reduced by power struggles and the pursuit of unshared goals (Samuel 

and Stephens, 2000). Wellness in the classroom is also challenged in South Africa when 

educators teach learners in a language other than their mother-tongue instruction (Kitching et 

al., 2012). Adding to these difficulties, and many challenges regarding academic 

performance, many South African adolescents are exposed to violence and various forms of 

abuse within South African society, in their homes, schools and communities (Schoeman, 

2010; Van Schalkwyk, 2009). Barnes (2010) arrived at a similar conclusion, noting that 70% 

of South African learners do not view their school communities as safe. Learners coming 

from these compromised social circumstances and having a lack of financial resources also 

face incongruent racial settings in the classroom (Kitching et al., 2012). Mentioned factors 

highlight the accumulation of negative spirals. The notion of respect by showing 

consideration for others facilitates the management of difficulties within the school or 

learning environment, thereby dealing with the social and emotional issues of learners, 

parents and colleagues (Bush et al., 2010). Prilleltensky et al. (2001) notes that adults are 

mostly consulted on decisions concerning children’s well-being, but Harley, Barasa, Bertram, 

Mattson and Pillay (2000) point out that even educators’ well-being is generally disregarded 

in the education situation in South Africa. Nelson et al. (2000) stress the need for partnership 

between educator (adult) and learner (child) in the implementation of planning and 

establishing well-being in education. Todd and Mason (2005) agree that learning is improved 

when educators give learners positive feedback and support, but Fullan (2013) points out that 

intentions for reform are difficult to integrate.  

According to Kitching et al. (2011), schools are experiencing behavioural, relational and 

discipline problems in the real situation, as emphasized by Soudien’s statement: “Education 
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is in serious difficulty” (2007: 183). It is clear that change needs to be negotiated at the level 

of all who have interest and concern in the educator-learner situation.  

The research intends to address indicated problems taking into consideration respect and the 

educator-learner relationship. In short, the problem entails that if learners do not experience 

respect in their relationship with educator, their well-being as well as productive learning 

environments may be seriously challenged.  

Lastly, while many studies on well-being and schools derive information by consulting 

educators concerning the learners’ well-being, this study is aimed at determining the 

perceptions of learners as to the phenomenon of well-being in schools. Learners’ opinions 

can contribute a wealth of knowledge that can assist educators and establish more supportive 

environments for learners in future (Soutter, 2011) as uncovered by Patrick, Ryan and Kaplan 

(2007) in taking into consideration early adolescents’ perceptions of respect within the 

educator-learner relationship.  

The importance of the notion of respect and the educator-learner relationship within the 

school context was shown. In view of the above-mentioned, respect, as understood within the 

context of relational well-being, concerns the way in which we treat one-another in one-to-

one interactions, such as educator-and-learner, within the school system. It is clear that the 

“what” of education (objective outcomes), must be accompanied by good processes and 

outcomes, and respect is an integral aspect of these procedures and outcomes of subjective 

well-being.  

1.6 The following research question arose:  
What are early adolescents’ perceptions of respect in the educator-learner relationship? 
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1.7 Methods of investigation 
1.7.1 Research aim  
The aim of this study was to explore early adolescents’ perceptions of respect in the educator-

learner relationships in a government primary school in Gauteng using a qualitative case 

study design. 

1.7.2 Objectives 
1. Using the qualitative research paradigm of a single case study (Yin, 2014), semi-

structured interviews ascertained “How” (Yin, 2014) a bounded system represented 

by (Creswell, Hanson, Plano Clark and Morales, 2007) a small group of early 

adolescents all in Grade Six or Seven at a Gauteng Primary school perceived respect 

in the learner-educator relationship.  

2. The study was carried out in the “real life context” (Bothma, Greef, Mulaudzi and 

Wright, 2010:191) using individual collages to heighten the early adolescents’ 

awareness of their worlds (Joyce and Sills, 2010) and the researcher used semi-

structured interviews to give voice to early adolescents, the researcher having no 

control (Yin, 2014) over the early adolescents’ input on respect and the learner-

educator relationship.  

1.7.3 Literature study 
Extant literature was reviewed in order to gain insight into concepts such as respect and 

educator-learner relationships. The literature review was accomplished by consulting online 

library service databases, The focus in the literature study was on, firstly: Complexity 

Theory, in order to understand the non-linear system (Cairney, 2012) of the school; 

Prilleltensky’s literature on creating partnerships (Nelson et al., 2000) with primary school 

learners and seeking to empower children by creating opportunities for power and control 

(Prilleltensky et al., 2001) in educator- learner relationships within school; the current South 

African educational system and the challenges that exist by looking at educator “roles and 
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competences” (Harley et al. 2000: 287), learners’ perceptions of respect in relationships with 

educators in school (Kitching et al., 2011); relationships and well-being in early adolescence 

(Bergman and Scott, 2001; Bolognini, Plancherel, Bettschart and Halfon. 1996); the place of 

respect in relational well-being (Kitching et al., 2012); the promotion of well-being in schools 

with emphasis on respect in educator-learner relationships (Davies et al., 2013; Lumpkin, 

2007); policy and programmes in schools to promote respect between educator and learner 

(Hallam, 2009); educators’ and well-being (Samuel and Stevens, 2000); learners and well-

being (Nelson et al., 2000); school community (Soudien, 2007); and early adolescence as life 

phase (Bergman and Scott, 2001). 

1.8 Methodology (design and methods)  

 

A qualitative research design entails a description of how people think and feel about social 

situations (Bothma et al., 2010) and this research sought to gather data by looking at early 

adolescents’ perceptions of respect in educator-learner relationships.  

1.8.1 Research design 
An exploratory study was specified, as there is little noted on the topic (Bothma et al., 2010) 

of societal issues of early adolescents in the primary school. The research takes into account 

the social science theories, namely the Complexity Theory (Cairney, 2012) and 

Prilleltensky’s Theory (Prilleltensky et al., 2001) mainly focussing on the perceptions 

(Howitt, 2010) of how early adolescents think, feel and see in the real world (Bothma et al., 

2010: 44). One of Yin’s (2014) criteria for the use of case study design favours a ‘how’ 

question and Yin (2014) intends for the researcher to have no control over the case study’s 

real world. The implications of this stance are to address early adolescents’ perceptions of 

respect in the real world situation of the educator-learner relationship. The case study was a 

bounded system (Creswell et al., 2007) including participants being within the age of early 
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adolescence and attending Grade Six or Seven within the said school, creating an easily 

determined case (Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, 2008) affirmed in a “real life context” 

(Bothma et al., 2010: 191) in a government primary school serving a varied social population 

from urban town and surrounding townships in Gauteng. A single case study was used (Yin, 

2014) taking into consideration early adolescents’ perceptions with regard to how respect 

manifests in educator-learner relationships in their primary school. Individual collages were 

considered important for encouraging participants to be “in touch with one’s own existence”  

(Joyce and Sills, 2010: 31) in the educator-learner relationship leading to the point of talking 

to the participants in order to follow the path of the participant’s thoughts (Bothma et al. 

2010: 210).  The format of a one-on-one semi-structured interview documented by Robert 

Wood Johnson Foundation as suitable for a Case Study (Bothma et al., 2010; Creswell et al., 

2007; Yin, 2014) was followed. 

1.8.2 Research context  
 

The context is a government primary school in Gauteng, serving a radius of 25km, where 

large numbers of learners are accommodated. The school provides education to learners from 

an urban town and surrounding townships in Gauteng, with learners from all cultures and 

social settings to incorporate the challenges outlined in South African schools by Kitching et 

al. (2012), also the medium of teaching is English, expected to be understood by all learners, 

and the preferred medium of discussions and for the majority of learners, English is not their 

mother-tongue. These are the criteria, specific to the context (Bothma et al., 2010). 

Bush et al. (2010) describes one of the challenges of government schools, such as big classes, 

i.e. more than forty five learners per class which contributes to the crises in education in 

South Africa. Other challenges include learners from different cultural backgrounds (Hays, 

2009) resulting in a lack of mother-tongue instruction and a high percentage of parents that 
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are unable to assist their children with homework. The school estimates that 60% of learners 

do not do their homework, and educators stated that the learners display a lack of drive and 

insight regards working towards a future. The school for this study is, well-resourced with 

computers, a library, and other skilled educators which may appear as a “user-friendly” 

environment (Haidt, 2006: 101) but well-being is more concerned with endurance 

(Lyubomirsky, 2007). 

1.8.3 Sampling and Participants  
Purposive sampling is explained by Palys (2008: 697) as exploring why people in a Case 

Study, “feel the way they do”. Furthermore the research was concerned with the learners as 

stakeholders who will most likely be affected by the results of the study (Palys, 2008). 

According to Ritchie and Lewis (2003), the school is characterized with distinctive features 

and Palys (2008) goes on to comment that the learners’ perceptions are not interchangeable 

with other learners’ from other studies. The school was selected as it has the “socio-

demographic characteristics” (Ritchie and Lewis, 2003: 100) representative of various social 

and ethnic groups within the South African context and a developed and developing 

infrastructure. This school is a public school, serving the greater population of South Africa, 

relevant within the social, political and physical infrastructure, making it scientifically valid.  

The researcher consulted with the school principal locally “to determine who must give 

permission and to anticipate all possible consequences for the early adolescents involved” 

(Schenk and Williamson, 2005). Permission was gained from the Department of Education 

(DoE), once the research protocol was approved by the Health Research Ethics Committee 

(HREC). The school was demographically well-situated, serving a radius of families with 

mixed education levels and cultures and income levels, and that the families live in dwellings 

ranging from squatter settlements, to middle-class suburbs to ensure diversity. In order to 

engage with the school community, a mediator was necessary. The mediator was independent 
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of the research, but was a necessary contact person between researcher and early adolescents. 

The mediator made the invitation to the early adolescents. The mediator also required access 

to the educators and legal guardians. The principal’s willingness to volunteer in the research 

and acknowledge the need for an independent mediator warranted the research.   

The principal was introduced to the research, the aim of the study and the mediator (head of 

department of Grade Six and Sevens) and the researcher. The mediator introduced the 

researcher, the research process, as well as the process of informed written assent and 

consent. Letters to the legal guardians on the matter were sent and signed by the principal and 

the signed consent forms were returned to the mediator’s office. All information, benefits and 

risks of the study were given to all participants beforehand. In support of recruitment of 

participants the researcher contacted the legal guardians and explained consent as well as 

benefits of participation once the participants had returned their consent forms.  

The researcher sought to choose a sample size that would verify data saturation (Fusch and 

Ness, 2015). Dibley (2011: 1409) takes into consideration the need for a balance between 

‘rich and thick’ data. Rich data is described as ‘quality’ and thick data as ‘quantity’ (Dibley, 

2011: 1409). A large quantity of data may however not contain complete and exhaustive 

quality of data saturation (Fusch and Ness, 2015). Englander (2012) has illustrated the 

potential of only three participants for one-on-one semi-structured interviews towards data 

saturation. Data saturation is the point of obtaining no new information (Auerbach and 

Silverstein, 2003). Auerbach and Silverstein (2003) reflect this phenomenon as the 

participant’s ideas being repeated so as to establish theoretical constructs. Guest, Bunce and 

Johnson (2006) demonstrated that six interviews could achieve data saturation and this 

number is supported by Kvale from as early as 1938. Kvale however warns that the balance 

between too little and too many participants is a fine line and indicated as many as fifteen 

participants to predict data saturation. The researcher selected nine participants for one-on-
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one semi-structured interviews to fall between the minimum and maximum number of 

participants, and a realistic time frame of three weeks was used to carry out the one-on-one 

semi-structured interviews. Another participant was added to ensure data saturation, making 

the participant total ten, interviewed over three-and-a-half weeks. Semi-structured interviews 

focused on the specific topic, and the researcher sought detail about the topic in a private 

environment where the learners would feel free to speak honestly with no fear of being 

overheard by educators at the school, it was important that learners felt safe (Bothma et al., 

2010). The researcher spent a minimum of 15 minutes and up to a maximum of 45 minutes 

interviewing each participant, and one participant per day before school commenced, two 

participants per week, so that participants did not have to wait for their turn to be interviewed. 

Voice recordings of interviews and field notes of data collected increased validity. 

Learners/participants for the one-on-one semi-structured interviews were selected according 

to distributive justice, which implies “fair selection”, and an even boy/girl and equal ethnic 

ratio. 

Inclusion Criteria: able to speak English; between eleven and fourteen years of age; 

attending the selected school and were in Grade Six or Seven; from all the races represented; 

from an even boy/girl selection to ensure distributive justice. The principal, was also able to 

anticipate the risk of harm, and requested that some learners, who had sensitive issues, were 

not selected- in order to protect and not predispose learners who were vulnerable. Exclusion 

criteria were added to protect vulnerable learners. 

Exclusion criteria:  learners who would be vulnerable due to known trauma and abuse; 

leaners who were older than the average learner who is in Grade Six and Seven; learners who 

were ill; learners without a parent or legal guardian. 
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The researcher mentioned to the learners that a maximum of nine learners would be selected 

as participants, and that the opinions of those not selected was equally as valuable as those 

selected, but unfortunately, that time and space dictated the size of the sample.  

1.8.4 Procedure 
The discussion that follows explains the data collection procedure, indicating how consent 

was obtained from all relevant parties, how data was collected making use of individual 

collage, which led into one-on-one semi-structured interviews, how data was analysed, and 

what ethical aspects were considered.  

1.8.5 Consent from all relevant parties 
Entry was gained by obtaining written consent from the Department of Education. The 

principal gave written permission for the research to be carried out on the basis that informed 

consent would be first sought out from the participants and/or legal guardians before data 

collection was to begin. The principal of the school introduced the research and the 

researcher to the learners, namely the participants and their legal guardians and another 

educator became the contact person and mediator for the rest of the research process. This 

contact person was appointed by the principal of the school. The mediator was well-known to 

the learners partaking in the study as she was the head of department of the Grade Six and 

Seven learners. The mediator was the contact person between researcher, educators, learners 

and legal guardians, and obtained written, informed consent and assent from learners and 

legal guardians. The mediator assisted the researcher in determining the correct gender and 

ethnic ratio of learners before the time of selection took place. On the allocated day of 

participant selection, the principal and mediator (head of department of Grade Six and Seven 

learners) asked all Grade Six and Seven learners to remain in the hall following the early 

morning assembly. The researcher was present at the end of the assembly and the beginning 

of the meeting with the Grade Six and Seven learners. The principal introduced the research 
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and the researcher to the learners, and appointed the mediator to be the contact person and 

facilitator. The principal then left the hall. The mediator informed the learners that they might 

have a chance to take part in the study. The mediator introduced the study to the learners. No 

educators were in the school hall, only the mediator and the researcher and the Grade Six and 

Seven learners. The researcher introduced herself as a masters student, noting that this study 

was for her masters degree, which falls within a bigger research project at the North West 

University (NWU). The researcher read the definition of respect and the title of the study and 

then explained the data collection methods, and explained that only nine learners could 

participate. The informed consent form for learners was read out allowed. The mediator then 

asked all learners not wishing to take part in the study to return to class. The researcher then 

asked each learner to come forward one by one and handed out a paper to the learners on 

which each respective learner wrote his/her full name and class, and then handed the paper to 

the researcher. All learners returned to class. The researcher then sorted through the class lists 

in the mediator’s office, sorting the volunteers according to the gender and ethnic ratio 

suggested by the mediator. The learners did not witness the selection process. The mediator 

then screened the names according to the exclusion criteria. The learners selected to be 

participants were notified by the mediator. The informed consent and assent forms and 

indemnity forms were handed out to the nine selected learners. The researcher took their 

names and contact numbers of their legal guardians. Learners were given a couple of days to 

decide about participation before giving assent. All learners and legal guardians gave assent 

and consent, respectively. The mediator collected the forms from the learners, to ensure 

contact with learners was ethical, and the head of department as mediator had a right to 

access contact with the learners. The mediator stored the forms in a file in her office to keep 

confidentiality.  The researcher collected the forms from the mediator and contacted the legal 

guardians, informing them about the study once the consent forms had been received. 
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1.8.6 Data Collection 
Data collection was carried out by asking questions that yield a better understanding (Bothma 

et al. 2010: 184) of how the early adolescents view respect in the educator-learner 

relationship. In order to achieve this aim, methods such as individual collage leading into a 

one-on-one semi-structured interview were used to gather data. Collages are a “powerful 

medium through which children express their views” and the purpose of interviews was to 

obtain rich data, and was a practical data collection method (Turner, 2010). The open nature 

of questions in the one-on-one semi-structured interview allowed the participant to share his 

perceptions according to the flow of the participant’s thoughts. Questions were not asked in 

any specific order, but were devised to facilitate the participant’s views in order to be shared. 

The interview put the researcher in touch with the participant’s subjective view of the 

research question. The subjective view was based on what the participant internally felt was 

real. Rousseau (1762) described the best relationship between learner and teacher (in this case 

the researcher) would be when the researcher caused the participant to feel mastery of the 

situation. In doing so, the participant felt the freedom to bring his/her full subjective opinion 

(Rousseau, 1762). Kitching et al. (2012) arrived at the same conclusion, noting that a 

relational approach affirming shared opinions between learner and educator was favourable. 

The researcher was able to meet the participant as a ‘real person’, showing that his/her 

opinion was valued by means of one-on-one attention (Kvale, 2006). 

The researcher is a registered Occupational Therapist who works with children and young 

people in group and individual settings on a daily basis, providing her with experience to 

facilitate participation.   

The researcher followed Kvale’s (1996) preparation to interview, gathering information on 

the focus of respect in relationships. The researcher spent time with her supervisor, practising 

her interviewing skills, in order to learn from greater experience in research and data 
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collection. Attention was given to rounding off the supervisor’s responses and making 

allowance for the supervisor’s questions to be answered. The researcher practised 

interviewing the supervisor, making sure the supervisor had a chance to finish her sentences, 

but also guiding the supervisor to stay on the topic of relevant questions, and bringing the 

supervisor’s attention to any inconsistent answers. The researcher did not talk too much but 

listened attentively, linking new statements to previous ones, and reflecting them back to the 

supervisor. 

Data was collected before the start of the school day in a private office in the administration 

block of the school, where it was quiet, there was enough space and light, there was privacy, 

and a “do not disturb” notice on the door. All participants were aware of timeslots, 

timeframes, confidentiality and risks prior to data collection, and interviews were voice 

recorded. 

Data collection: Individual Collage 

Collages are art-based techniques and activities (Coad, 2007: 487) and follow a creative 

process of gluing magazine pictures to a backing sheet of paper (Geldard and Geldard, 2008). 

Collages are a “powerful medium through which children can express their views” across a 

wide range of the developmental continuum (Coad, 2007: 487) and Geldard and Geldard 

(2008) have found collage successfully engages adolescents. Visual images are generated to 

express verbal concepts and the collage becomes a representation of the early adolescents’ 

perceptions on a topic (Geldard and Geldard, 2008). Coad (2007) found that children were 

very forthcoming with their views on a topic following the reflective process utilised during 

the making of the collage. 

The rationale for making use of collages was to “focus individuals on the project at hand” 

(Janesick, 2000: 392) and this allowed for reflection (Joyce and Sills, 2010). Collages created 
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a link between the sensory process and emotional feelings evoked by the magazine pictures 

(Geldard and Geldard, 2008) in this case on their perceptions of respect in the educator-

learner relationships. Individual collages were made, as a first step before discussing views 

illustrated by the collage in one-on-one semi-structured interviews. The collages were used to 

allow for “widening” of information forthcoming from participants (Maree, 2007: 118). The 

one-on-one semi-structured interview followed the making of the collage and concentrated on 

a single topic, that of early adolescents’ perceptions of respect in educator-learner 

relationships. 

Process of making the individual collage 

The first step entailed requesting the participant to create an individual collage in about 30 

minutes. It was explained that a collage was to be created by assembling pictures from the 

magazines provided to illustrate a bigger picture.  The request was given with the following 

instruction: “Make a collage. A collage is a big picture made from smaller pictures. The 

smaller pictures may be cut out of a magazine and then pasted onto a bigger sheet of paper. I 

would like you to make a collage about respect. Respect is about how we interact. Respect in 

a relationship is about being accepted or welcomed. Respect is also shown in the way that we 

are listened to and it is about having your needs met. Respect is determined by our attitudes 

in the relationship, how we react to the other person and how they react to us…in this 

instance…the teacher. Use pictures from the magazine that remind you of how you notice 

respect in the teacher-learner relationship.” The making of collages led into the one-on-one 

semi-structured interview. 

Data collection one-on-one semi-structured interview 

By making use of semi-structured interviews, a qualitative data collection method, a detailed 

picture of a participant’s beliefs about, or perceptions or account of a particular topic can be 
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gained (Bothma et al., 2010: 208). Here, the rationale is to record the subtle variations of the 

construct as perceived by the participants (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000). 

The researcher asked the participants to look at the pictures they used in making the collage 

and to refer to the picture when answering the questions. The collage was not analysed, but 

rather used by the participant to help formulate ideas and answers to the questions.  

Questions were posed to allow for each question to be turned around. At first, the participant 

was asked how they received respect and then the question was reversed, to ask how they 

showed respect to others in turn:  

Please tell me about your collage: tell me about the pictures you’ve 

chosen. 

Give me an example of how your educator shows you respect.  

Please give me an example when you show respect to your educator in the 

classroom.  

Tell me about what the educator is doing in this picture. 

Tell me about what the learner is doing in this picture. 

(and in response to the description of an activity) How does that make you 

feel? 

(and in response to the description of an activity) How do you think that 

made the educator feel? 

The interviews were not less than 15 minutes and did not exceed 45 minutes. In addition, the 

researcher observed and made field notes of all gestures, behaviours and responses, noting 

any distress from participants. To end the interviews, reflective questions were asked. 
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Member checking, according to Bothma et al. (2010) may be carried out by reflecting back to 

the participant the findings that she had gathered to make sure the researcher understood what 

was said and to give feedback to the participant. 

1.8.7 Data analysis 
Thematic analysis is recommended by Braun and Clarke (2013) as a good starting point in 

qualitative analysis because of its simplicity (Braun and Clarke, 2013). Thematic analysis is 

viewed as suitable for a variety of contexts and is compatible with interviews and small data 

studies (Braun and Clarke, 2013). Raw data collected from the individual collages and one-

on-one semi-structured interviews was processed and analysed thematically, where Braun 

and Clarke (2013) find this method suitable for analysing participant’s perceptions gathered 

from the above-mentioned methods. Nieuwenhuis (2007) recommends transcribing all the 

digitally recorded data verbatim. 

The researcher familiarised herself with the transcriptions of data from the semi-structured 

interviews (Braun and Clarke, 2013) by reading and re-reading it (Braun and Clarke, 2013; 

Nieuwenhuis, 2007), after which coding (Braun and Clarke, 2013) began. The data was 

organised into files and nametags, which were to be attached to all parts of written data 

(Nieuwenhuis, 2007).  Nieuwenhuis (2007) recommends journaling the insights that the 

researcher gained from reading the data to assist with identifying categories to establish 

codes. Copies of all the data were made in a Microsoft Word file so that no information was 

lost and a printed hardcopy was used to start the analysis (Nieuwenhuis, 2007). Codes began 

to emerge when sections offered meaning (Braun and Clarke, 2013; Nieuwenhuis, 2007). The 

researcher noted which participant’s input could constitute a preliminary code and how often 

it appeared (Bothma et al., 2010). After the coding process, the data was divided into parts 

with the same meaning (Nieuwenhuis, 2007).  
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Related codes could then be formulated into themes identified due to their value in 

contributing findings relating to the initial research question (Braun and Clarke, 2013). 

Prevalent themes were recorded, then defined as themes accordingly as the parts become 

pronounced into separate opinions (Greeff, as cited in Bothma et al., 2001). Themes were 

constantly emerging and were being supported strongly by the rich descriptions that are 

written up in the form of an article. Reviewing themes involved going back to the codes to 

establish that the themes were directly linked to codes, and that they were reputable (Braun 

and Clarke, 2013). Defining and naming themes was carried out by naming and writing a 

brief description of each theme (Braun and Clarke, 2013). Themes were written up into a 

story amidst the context (Braun and Clarke, 2013). 

All consent forms and assent forms were stored in a file locked in a cupboard in the 

researcher’s house. The names of participants were always kept in a file locked away. Data 

was kept anonymous and confidential by using pseudonyms instead of participants’ names 

during the analysis. Only the researcher had access to the participants’ names, and had 

allocated a pseudonym per participant as soon as the one-on-one semi-structured interview 

had been conducted. All voice recordings are labelled with pseudonyms during analysis and 

are locked away in a cupboard during the course of the study. Hard copies of data are kept in 

a locked cabinet in the researcher’s house during the course of the study. Data will be stored 

for 5 years on a compact disc at the offices of the Centre for Child, Youth and Family studies 

(CCYF), after which the files will be disposed of by the supervisor. Electronic data is being 

kept in a Microsoft Word file on a password protected Laptop by the researcher. Data was 

coded, making use of hand tags firstly and then transferred to electronic files. 

Research Dissemination 

Once the thematic analysis had been carried out and the article written up, the researcher 

contacted the principal and the mediator at the school. The researcher negotiated a day and 
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time that was suitable to connect with the ten participants. The researcher met with each 

participant individually to reveal the findings of the study. The participants did not refuse to 

meet with the researcher. The participants were reminded that information divulged was kept 

anonymous for their own privacy and protection. The article and information was not made 

available to the school and educators in order to protect the participants. 

1.9 Trustworthiness of the study 
The multiple views of the participants arising from qualitative research (Richardson, 1994) 

are depicted in the metaphor of a crystal with many facets. The perceptions voiced by the 

participants add light on the topic just like a light shining through the crystal illuminated the 

topic of respect under investigation. Collages prompted the awareness of the participants to 

disclose a wealth of information (Janesick, 2000) by helping the participants to be in touch 

with their thoughts on respect in the educator-learner relationship. Similar perceptions from 

the learners’ responses, with regard to their perception of respect were grouped together into 

themes during analysis (Ellingson, 2009).  

Truth value is important in determining the authenticity of the information given according to 

whether or not the data gathered fosters trust between researcher and participant (Bothma et 

al., 2010) and this was ensured by member checking. At the closure of the one-on-one semi-

structured interview, the researcher reflected back information to the participants to ensure 

that they agreed with her recording of their perceptions.  

The researcher followed the set method during data gathering to ensure consistency. 

Consistency ensures that the study could be nearly exactly replicated at a later stage in 

another context if needed (Bothma  et al., 2010) which creates a benchmark or set of standard  

criteria that are fixed and reliable in replication of similar studies (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). 

Furthermore this consistency in method mainly focusses on creating results that are reliable 
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evidence so that “inferences drawn” are as “transparent as they can be” (Yanow and 

Schwartz-Shea, 2015: 137). The study is written up accordingly for possible future use. 

Neutrality was kept in mind to ensure that the recorded information is kept purely as the 

opinion of the participant, without tainted interpretations from the researcher (Bothma et al., 

2010). The researcher spent time listening to and absorbing the information given by the 

participants (Lincoln and Guba, 1985) in order to gather the maximum input for the study and 

the researcher noted each individual participants’ perception, to obtain rich descriptions. 

Bothma et al. (2010) calls this a ‘variety of many perceptions’.  The findings were supervised 

by peers and the research supervisor to review integration, and realism (Creswell, 2009). 

This study contributes towards knowledge on relational well-being in schools and 

information is compared to the data in relation to these similar studies in other geographic 

areas (Bothma et al., 2010). Lincoln and Guba (1985) define transferability, whereby data 

from a similar study in another geographic area can be compared. 

1.10 Ethical implications for participants and community/organisation 
The promotion of the three core principles of ethics from The Belmont Report (Mack, 

Woodsong, MacQueen, Guest and Namey, 2005) were of particular importance and are 

introduced here to distinguish ethical procedure. 

Core principle one endeavoured to show respect for persons (Mack et al., 2005)  by obtaining 

written permission from all relevant parties (Mack et al., 2005), such as NWU and a letter 

from the HREC of the Faculty of Health Services of the NWU obtained permission from the 

DoE and the study commenced. 

Once the permission was granted, the researcher contacted the school telephonically (Mack et 

al., 2005) and made an appointment to see the principal, who then appointed a mediator of 

the study, the researcher gained permission and set up dates and times with the mediator. 
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Beneficence as outlined in core principle two was observed (Mack et al., 2005) by following 

the ethical rules of the Health Professionals Council of South Africa (HPCSA), and the 

researcher worked with integrity, making every effort not to bring about physical or 

emotional harm to participants (Bothma et al., 2010; Mack et al., 2005). The researcher did 

not make offers to provide therapy but maintained relationship with the participants that 

focused on the goals of the research. Beneficence draws attention to the benefits that the 

researcher theorizes will result from the research (Bothma et al., 2010) and can be seen in: 

1.10.1  Direct benefits: 
  

1. The participants had an opportunity to voice their opinions concerning respect in the 

educator-learner relationship.  

2. The participants had a chance to grow in awareness of respect and how to show respect in 

a relationship. 

3. There was the opportunity to improve self-esteem. 

4. There was the opportunity to be heard, fulfilling one of the developmental needs of the 

early-adolescent.  

5. Children and adolescents, according to Schenk and Williamson (2005), were found to give 

information that was clear-cut and reliable, and by being heard, they experienced 

empowerment through this opportunity, in expressing views and decisions about their lives.  

1.10.2 Indirect benefits: 
For learners: The learners benefitted indirectly, since their opinions were important in 

contributing to research that may affect educator-learner relationships in the future.  

For researchers: Research provided the chance to expose existing problems in the educator-

learner relationship. 
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For the school: The knowledge about the mutual nature of respect may assist the school when 

learners realised the way in which they can influence a relationship for the better by showing 

respect. 

For the DoE: The participants’ opinions are important in contributing to research that may 

affect educator-learner relationships in the future. This knowledge may impact the educator 

community and the educator training colleges.  

Benefits must outweigh risks as much as possible (Bothma et al., 2010) and the researcher 

supported this view by requiring that the learners arrived before school started so that no 

school was missed and the learners were to have easy access to transport, or stay close to the 

school to minimise inconvenience and maximise welfare and safety. No learners needed help 

with transport costs in order to take part, and transport fees were not paid by the researcher. 

The researcher put forward that risks were further minimized (Bothma et al., 2010) by 

proposing that all information was to be kept confidential (Mack et al., 2005). Confidentiality 

was explained to the participants, and this meant that no information was disclosed or shared 

with the principal, educators, peers or legal guardians. Participants were reminded that 

withdrawal at any point was permitted (Mack et al., 2005). Interviews were kept confidential.  

Core principle three involved justice and necessitated the invitation of Grade Six/Seven 

learners to be participants as the study serves to understand the learners’ viewpoint on respect 

in the educator-learner relationship as Mack et al. (2005) reflected justice is inviting people 

who are expected to benefit from the knowledge gained to be the ones asked to participate. 

The principal met with the learners and then introduced a mediator, the head of department of 

the Grade Six and Seven’s, about the possibility of taking part in the study, and allowed them 

freedom to participate or not, and the mediator and the researcher provided all details about 

the research in advance (Mack et al., 2005). The researcher showed respect by being truthful 
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about how the data would be gathered, and was realistic about the benefits to the learners 

(Mack et al., 2005). 

The researcher did not make promises to the learners. Learners were informed that there 

would be no cost to taking part and that there would be no remuneration. The researcher also 

mentioned that there was risk in sharing information, as it may bring the learners to 

awareness of uncomfortable feelings concerning respect and relationship. Learners were 

informed about a counsellor, namely the school’s guidance teacher who was available should 

participants require follow up. The researcher had also contacted the welfare department in 

the vicinity of the school to enquire about the availability of Social workers that were trained 

in counselling should a situation arise that required intervention. These services were free of 

charge if a parent required help for a learner following the data gathering. 

During the meeting with the mediator and Grade Six and Seven learners, the researcher read 

the written informed consent form to the learners before the mediator handed it out later to 

nine volunteers, taking into account the need for the correct gender and ethnic ratio. 

Questions were answered. The researcher waited to receive all written informed consent 

forms, written informed assent forms and indemnity forms from the volunteers, and their 

legal guardians that were handed in to the mediator.  

Participants were informed that they had the right to withdraw at any time (Brinkmann and 

Kvale, 2008).  Participants had access to the researcher’s cellular number and to the HREC at 

the NWU, Administrator Carolien van Zyl for the Chair person, Professor M. Greeff (Mack 

et al., 2005). 

At the commencement of data collection, confidentiality was stressed again. The researcher 

aimed for confidentiality by requesting the participants to keep all information shared 
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confidential to protect themselves and others. Individual collages and one-on-one semi-

structured interviews were held on the school grounds and in a private room.  

Bothma et al., (2010) encourage researchers to write down their thoughts during the data 

gathering in order to help the researcher gain clarity on the participants’ viewpoints. 

Reflective notes were written by the researcher during individual collage and one-on-one 

semi-structured interviews; this included writing notes on particular behaviours, gestures and 

expressions and questions that the learners had. The researcher read these reflective notes 

later during the thematic analysis to help the researcher’s findings to be compatible with the 

participants’ viewpoints. Learners were assured that their opinions were valuable to the 

researcher.  

Confidentiality was ensured by giving participants pseudonyms during data analysis, which 

only the researcher had access to (thus the names and responses of the participants) 

(Brinkmann and Kvale, 2008). Beneficence states that the participants shall be protected from 

harm during the research (Bothma et al., 2010) and Brinkman and Kvale (2008) support this 

statement by warning against divulging the information that learners have shared, to their 

educators. In order to protect the participants due to the unbalanced power between educators 

and learner, the researcher did not make available the article to the educators. The researcher 

met with four of the participants after the thematic analysis had been carried out; these 

participants had requested the information, one-by-one, so as to share the findings of the 

study verbally. 

All written notes and transcripts were locked away at the researcher’s house during the course 

of the study. All information from the study is saved in Microsoft Word files on the 

researcher’s laptop and a back-up USB. Files will be kept for five years at the offices of 

CCYF.  
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1.11 Choice and structure of Research Article  
This study is presented in research article format with the intention to submit it to the Africa 

Education Review. 

 

Section A: Orientation of study with literature chapter 

Section B: Research article according to the guidelines of the journal 

Section C: Conclusion, limitations and recommendations 
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2 SECTION A PART II: 
INTEGRATED 
LITERATURE STUDY 

 

Early adolescents’ perceptions of respect  

in the educator-learner relationship 

 

2.1  Introduction   
The goal of this section is to provide a global and South African overview of the most 

important concepts of the study. This entails clarification of particular concepts dealing with 

respect and the educator-learner relationship during early adolescence. Respect is viewed as 

an integral part of relational well-being (Van Schalkwyk and Wissing, 2013) and according to 

Evans and Prilleltensky (2007), relational well-being is a key to personal and collective well-

being. In other words, human beings are continuously interacting with other individuals, 

various groups as well as their wider social and natural environment (Gergen, 2009).  

Theoretical frameworks and definitions that will be discussed include literature on 

Complexity Theory and relational well-being (RWB); Prilleltensky’s Theory on the role of 

respect in creating partnerships, relational well-being in primary school communities where 

healthy relations are based on respect; the understanding of early adolescent learner 

development, Bronfenbrenner’s Bio-ecological Theory (Bronfenbrenner and Evans, 2000), 

and the importance of settings in regard to respectful social interaction. It is important to 

provide background of theoretical frameworks mentioned, as the goal of this study is to shed 

light on early adolescent learners’ perceptions of respect, in other words, how they view and 

understand respect in the educator-learner relationship.  
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Basic definition of respect  

The word respect comes from the latin word ‘respicere’ meaning ‘to look again’ Darwall 

(2004). In relationship respect means ‘looking again’ at the other person by considering and 

appreciating them (Darwall, 2004). Respect concerns the way we interact with one-another in 

one-to-one interactions by (O’Grady, 2014), such as the educator regarding the learner highly 

within the classroom situation. Prillentensky’s (2012) supports this view that respect reflects 

high wellness, and in addition, respect is an essential aspect of character strengths. Character 

strengths defined by Park, Peterson and Seligman (2004) are actions and emotions directed 

by one’s ability to think positively in a situation. Character strengths enable one to bring 

value to a relationship and according to Nelson, Amio, Prilleltensky and Nickels these values 

influence our choices (Nelson et al., 2000) and result in virtuous living as reverence for the 

gift of life (Park et al., 2004). Furthermore, respect can be described as having consideration 

for another persons’ viewpoint, and the willingness to listen to another’s outlook (Kitching et 

al., 2012). Healthy and strong relationships incorporate respect by showing unreserved 

acceptance, for instance, of a person’s culture (Kitching et al., 2012). This means that the 

unqualified acceptance of other people’s standpoints, customs and/or cultures could be 

described as the balance between respect and disrespect in the educator-learner relationships 

in the school community. The role of respect as well-intentioned attitudes that would 

manifest as admirable behaviour are viewed as essential for dealing with social and 

educational issues (Waddock and Smith, 2000). Then again, mutual respect as a reciprocal 

process, i.e. giving in order to gain, involves the acknowledgement of the needs of the other, 

and therefore forms part of the nurturing process that aids relating and interacting (Kitching 

et al., 2012).  

In short, respect could be described as the way in which persons perform a given act 

(O’Grady, 2014), where for example, parents who provide material goods for their children, 
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but maltreat them emotionally, depriving them of respect and dignity. This means that the 

subjective processes, or the perceptions of human beings of these processes, namely the 

treatment of each other, indicate that it is never simply what is given that is of importance, 

such as education, but indeed also how it is given (O’Donovan, Berman and Wierenga, 

2015). Disrespect is thus typified by discriminating against, ignoring and disregarding others; 

and as a restraining process it could damage relational well-being (Kitching et al., 2012). 

Emerson (R.W. Quotes) described the necessity of respectful engagement in the following 

way: “the secret in education lies in respecting the student”. Respect constitutes the beginning 

of overall well-being. 

2.2 Theoretical frameworks and definitions 
2.2.1 Overall well-being 
Overall well-being indicates a degree of excellence of life (Coombs, 2006), but it is 

experienced differently by everybody and may therefore be referred to as subjective well-

being (Matthews, Kilgour, Christian, Mori and Hill, 2014). Well-being has been defined in 

different ways by psychologists. Community psychologists such as Prilleltensky (2008) 

describe well-being as a positive state of affairs, brought about by the simultaneous and 

balanced satisfaction of diverse objective and subjective needs of individuals, relationships, 

organizations, and communities. Positive psychology indicates diverse ways in which 

different cultures and individuals thrive (Buettner, 2010). Deficiencies in any one component 

of the well-being ecology may alter the level of satisfaction in other parts. While objective 

needs entail the satisfaction of material and physical needs required for survival and thriving, 

such as food, shelter, and clothing; subjective needs pertain to the emotional and 

psychological nurturance required for flourishing (Prilleltensky, 2012: 3).  
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In this sense, subjective well-being entails positive and negative wellbeing, and these positive 

and negative well-being components are differentially influenced by demographic, health, 

and social factors (Wissing, Temane, Khumalo, Kruger and Vorster, 2013: 415-438). 

McCubbin, McCubbin, Zhang, Kehl and Strom (2013) define subjective well-being as 

participating effectively within one’s social context and being abled to provide for one’s self. 

This is noteworthy and implies that each person obtains meaning from their participation in 

accordance with how they view their own performance according to their needs within their 

culture and inherited values (McCubbin et al., 2013). Subjective well-being refers to one’s 

ability to thrive, develop, grow and prosper, also known as a state of flourishing or 

functioning positively (Ryff and Singer, 2003). Seligman (2002) predicts that subjective well-

being is bettered in an environment that encourages a person’s strengths, and Fredrickson 

(2005: 120-134; 2009) favours using positive emotions in a nurturing environment to bring 

about flourishing. Flourishing is experienced when a person is not only able to perform well 

but enjoys performing (Keyes, 2005). Many years ago, Durkheim (1951/1897) indicated that 

performance and enjoyment of performance is validated when the activity is significant to the 

person. Moreover, Durkheim concluded that significance is more meaningful when it 

involves relationship (1951). It is not surprising that Seligman (2002; 2011) describes healthy 

relating as one of the determinants of high levels of wellness, or flourishing persons. In this 

sense, relational well-being is viewed as one of the core components of well-being.  

2.2.2 Relational Well-being 
Since all humans are relational beings (Gergen, 2009), we thrive when we experience healthy 

relationships (O’Donovan et al., 2015). In other words, positive human development cannot 

be conceived without positive relations, and mastering those skills needed for relational 

functioning and social well-being (Ryff and Singer, 1989). 
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Relational well-being can be described as the different components and competencies 

(McCubbin et al., 2013), which are part of the dynamics of the interpersonal context. All 

persons are involved in relationships, for example in the context of family, community and 

culture (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). Relational well-being, in this context is measured by the 

person’s ability to adapt, provide for oneself and one’s degree of health (McCubbin et al., 

2013). For example, when people connect during daily interactions, relational well-being is 

understood as an attitude of responsibility, showing consideration and being receptive to the 

other persons (Prilleltensky, 2012; Ryan, Brown and Creswell, 2007; Seligman 2002; 

Wissing and Temane, 2014). In other words, those moments of relating offer opportunities 

for well-being. Therefore, relational well-being and interconnectedness is also enhanced 

when persons are allowed to have control over matters that are of value to them in the 

relationship (Ryan et al., 2007).  In this sense, relational wellbeing is an integral part of 

accomplishing one’s dreams, and seeing that healthy relating implies an affectionate warm 

and safe environment, where integrity and hope is valued (Gillham, Adams-Deutsch, Werner, 

Reivich, Coulter-Heindl, Linkins, Winder, Peterson, Park, Abenavoli, Contero and Seligman, 

2011).  

However, although healthy relating is crucial for all life phases and positive development, 

and a common human experience, it also represents the complexity of human interaction. 

Therefore, it is important to look at relational well-being from the perspective of Complexity 

Theory.  

2.2.3 Well-being from the Complexity Theory 
 

Complexity Theory emerged in psychology as Gestalt Theory (Alhadeff-Jones, 2008). Gestalt 

Theory is known for its considerations of organismic regulation, which describes the 

processes that humans use to regulate themselves according to their own individual needs and 
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opinions (Alhadeff-Jones, 2008). Complexity Theory concerns the emergence of a new way 

of solving problems (Mason, 2008). Horn (2008: 132) refers to this as ‘pattern formation’. 

When a group of people within the same environment connect (Mason, 2008), they begin to 

self-organise (Horn, 2008), for example, via daily discussions, where relational well-being is 

created (Morrison, 2008). This process is described by Complexity Theory and is the way in 

which integrity and hope come about by the relational connection of coming into agreement 

and taking action through thinking together (Alhadeff-Jones, 2008; Horn, 2008; Mason, 

2008).  

 

The Complexity Theory operates in non-linear systems of schools (Kitching et al., 2012), in 

which individuals form an interconnected relational system that seeks order in a somewhat 

rebellious fashion (Alhadeff-Jones, 2008). Non-linear systems operate on reciprocal 

feedback, through interplay between positive and negative feedback. Negative feedback 

adjusts behaviour using rules and regulations (Marion, 1999). Positive feedback involves 

cooperation and comes about through relationship (Morrison, 2008). Relationship between 

educator and learner means that they are, essentially, co-learners (Morrison, 2008). Learners 

are recognised as having initial internal knowledge and freedom, as granted between educator 

and learner, although it remains risky, focusing on the process of discovering fresh 

knowledge together (Morrison, 2008). Discoveries happen according to Cohen and Stewart 

(1995), because the brain is intrinsically motivated (Kerssen-Griep, Hess and Trees, 2003). 

The human sensory system has more pathways leading from the brain ‘fishing’ for new 

information, than pathways to receive information (Cohen and Stewart, 1995: 348). 

Discovery encounters are enhanced by relationship connection with others (Morrison, 2008). 

Connection is brought about by cooperation between educator and learner in a child-centred 

fashion (Morrison, 2008). Verbal interaction between educator and learner facilitates 

negotiation and the letting go of strict boundaries. With more freedom and the opportunity to 
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be heard (Morrison, 2008), learner individuality develops when opinions are expressed 

creating negotiation of negative and positive feedback between educator and learner.  

2.2.4 Well-being according to Prilleltensky 
Prilleltensky calls the interplay between negative and positive feedback a “partnership” 

(Nelson, Amio, Prilleltensky and Nickels, 2000: 121). Partnership promotes well-being 

(Schorr, 1997). One needs to bring to the partnership an ability to prioritise one’s own goals 

and be self-motivated towards attaining them, whilst evaluating self-performance according 

to one’s own standards (Ryff and Singer, 2008), thereby contributing to one’s own well-being 

(Ryff and Keyes, 1995; Keyes, 2007). Prilleltensky (Nelson et al., 2000) also discusses the 

effect of power and control in the establishment of relational well-being. Power promotes 

strength and it needs to be in balance in the partnership in order to ensure well-being for all 

concerned (Prilleltensky, Nelson and Peirson, 2001). An imbalance in power causes uneven 

fulfilment of goals (Prilleltensky et al., 2001), for example, when the educators requires the 

learner to memorise facts that the educator has gathered, the learners’ creativity to seek out 

new and novel information is curtailed (Morrison, 2008). When power is poorly distributed, 

the environment may be perceived as unsafe to those with little power (Prilleltensky et al., 

2001). This is relevant for the current study, since educators are perceived as persons of 

power, and children at school (learners) can be confronted with abuse of power-relations 

(Harley, Barasa, Bertram, Mattson and Pillay, 2000; Kitching et al., 2012). Then again, in the 

21st century, this situation is changing where children’s rights are increasingly protected by 

law (White Paper 6). Evidently, safe spaces are viewed as prerequisite for positive relating 

and inter-connectedness (Fredrickson, 2004); therefore, there is a need to identify those 

components comprising ‘safe spaces’ within the South African context, in order to promote 

them. 
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Clearly, high levels of relational well-being are associated with positive partnerships, and 

enabling spaces.  

2.2.5 Relational Well-being in primary school communities 
South African schools can be viewed as enabling spaces (Ebersohn, 2015) when relational 

interaction Gergen (2009) happens within the learning environment directed by positive 

functioning and reciprocal action. An enabling space is viewed by Kitching, Roos and 

Ferreira (2011) when partakers and in the case of primary school communities, the educators 

and learners, have healthy connections. This connection is described as a relationship and 

comes about because there is pursuit of a common goal in a safe, secure environment 

(O’Donovan et al., 2015). Respect is an indicator of the quality of relationships and relations, 

qualified by respectful interacting, so as to promote belonging (O’Donovan et al., 2015). 

Ultimately, well-being is brought about by these caring relational activities between educator 

and learner. For example, when problems are solved together, high levels of trust are brought 

about and working together promotes learners’ commitment to school activity (Moore and 

Hamilton, 2010).  

Examples exist of the way in which well-being promotes achievement in participation in 

school activities. One such an example is the implementing of the principle of “critical 

exploration” by Cavicchi, Chiu and McDonnell (2009: 189). Critical exploration is based on 

the principle of giving the learners enough freedom and responsibility to creatively devise 

learning together with the educator through exploration. Learning thus becomes a “mutual 

responsibility” (Cavicchi et al., 2009: 193). This mutual responsibility for learning is marked 

and enabled by mutual respect, (Davies, Jindal-Snape, Collier, Digby, Hay and Howe, 2013). 

This mutual respect means that the learner is able to entrust the educator with his ideas and 

the educator likewise trusts the learner (Cavicchi et al., 2009). This respect is achieved by 

showing of “genuine interest in the thinking and doing of others” (Cavicchi et al., 2009: 193). 
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This is not a new concept, since Gandini, Cadwell and Schwall (2005) introduced these 

interactive techniques many years ago for learners and educators to think together to create a 

lesson. This mutual thinking is endorsed by trust and respect allowing for flexibility and 

spontaneity, thus creating and allowing an enabling environment (Davies et al., 2013). 

It is evident that respect can be a catalyst for healthy relations. 

2.2.6 Healthy relations and respect 
 

O’Grady (2014) posits that relations are healthy when based on respect. He states that such 

relational interactions based on respect imply that persons’ self-determination is valued by 

being allowed to make a choice according to their free will. In other words, control is shared. 

In healthy relations, a person is allowed to be autonomous and self-directed (O’Grady, 2014). 

Respect provides the freedom for persons to use common sense and makes them answerable 

towards a mutual sense of duty because of the influence one has over others (O’Grady, 2014). 

A person needs always to consider others’ rights (Beckman, Klopper, Maree, Prinsloo and 

Roos, 1995). When a person makes a decision, the decision’s effect flows over into other 

persons’ domains (Beckman et al., 1995). In the words of Beckmann et al. (1995), “person’s 

fundamental rights are also limited by the rights and freedom of others”. In the context of this 

study, rights and freedom in respectful relations refers to prosocial behaviour such as 

motivated school participation (LaRusso, Romer and Selman, 2007) as opposed to obtaining 

rights and freedom by showing respect to a gang leader through carrying out violent activity 

(Associated Press, 2011). In the teaching-learning situation, the learner thus has a 

responsibility towards the educator to participate, as well as to achieve (O’Grady, 2014). In 

this relationship, the educator also needs to be accountable towards the learner in offering 

reliable guidance in this climate of freedom (LaRusso et al., 2008). 
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As described above, respect shown in the classroom promotes freedom for the educator as 

well as the learner, (Dewey, 2004). The educator has the freedom to “establish the learning 

context” (Roman and Kay, 2007: 205). Roman and Kay (2007) describe a passive learning 

context as one of giving learners the answers concerning a given topic, resulting in learners 

adopting passive modes of behaviour; in contrast, educators provide helpful feedback to 

learners making them “feel safe” (Roman and Kay, 2007: 206). In this safe learning context, 

learners may make their own discoveries, through active participation (Roman and Kay, 

2007). The educator is expectant that the learners will offer their cooperation to apply 

themselves to the topic (Buber and Gregor-Smith, 2002; Hawkins, 2002: 51-64). The learners 

value the responsibility to choose the process. The educators and learners show each other 

respect by meeting halfway, anticipating a positive result in the learning environment. A 

certain amount of risk is involved, but reciprocity (Darwall, 2006) calls for an interchange 

between the educator to show caring by evaluating the learner and the learner obtains worth 

through recognition of his/her shared efforts. This interchange is a meeting on common 

ground to share the learning experience (Zuffianò, Colasante, Peplak and Malti, 2005), 

creating enjoyment of learning together which is important (Zuffianò et al., 2015). Enjoyment 

of activity together or sharing, promotes positive emotions and well-being (Zuffianò et al., 

2015).  

These micro-moments of enjoyment and shared activity provide a connection and valuable 

potential for relational well-being. Positive connecting is valuable in relationships and social 

functioning.  This is significant, seeing that relationships are increasingly important for early 

adolescents. Therefore, the developmental goals of this particular development phase are 

discussed in the following section.  
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2.2.7 Understanding learners’ development in Early Adolescence 
According to Oberle, Schonert-Reichl and Thomson (2010) early adolescence falls between 

the ages of nine and fourteen years and traverses Erikson’s Psychosocial Stages as the 

transition from Industry versus Inferiority to Identity versus Confusion. Urgency of 

development in this phase is the beginning of the ‘sense of self’ empowered by right relations 

with others (Erikson, 1968). Early adolescence is marked by change. The early adolescent 

seeks novelty and is not dissuaded by warnings of possible threats, and is willing to take a 

risk, or to gamble (Luna, Padmanabhan and O’Hearn, 2010). Cognition is also developing to 

an almost adult maturity; however, decision-making is marked by irregularity (Luna et al., 

2010). Irregular choice between constructive actions versus destructive actions marks the 

early adolescence phase, before the more regular maturity of the adult (Luna et al., 2010). 

The mature adult predominantly chooses constructive action paths (Luna et al., 2010), of 

which the early adolescent is, in the main, not yet capable.  

However, the ability of the early adolescent to use abstract reasoning results in his/her ability 

to gather facts and ideas to build a case, and this could result in argumentativeness, which 

could adversely affect the adult-child relationship (Louw and Louw, 2007). 

Adults are fundamental influences on the early adolescent between the ages of eleven and 

fourteen years old, with peers becoming more influential to the older adolescent (Li, Lynch, 

Kalvin, Liu and Lerner, 2011), between fourteen years and eighteen years. Instability in peer 

relationships is also a characteristic of early adolescence (Li, et al., 2011). In middle 

childhood, prosocial behaviours are favoured, but in early adolescence, the need for social 

status rises (Audley-Piotrowski, 2012), and may even result in pressure on an adolescent to 

underachieve in order to gain peer group acceptance (Boehnke, 2008), where intimidation 

from peers may result in compromised learning achievement (Strom, Thoreson, Wentzel-

Larsen and Dyb, 2013). The focus of the early adolescent on “peer-oriented bases” for self-



61 
 

esteem may detract the early adolescent from scholastic focus (DuBois, Bull, Sherman, and 

Roberts, 1998: 560). Transdisciplinary Environmental Studies (TES, 2015) affirms the need 

for a “strong partnership” between adult and early-adolescent, in order for the adult to guide 

the peer so as to promote well-being. Healthy and strong partnerships between responsible 

adults and adolescents can provide support when peer relationships are unsteady.  

As discussed earlier on, a nurturing and empowering relationship between an educator and a 

learner, that of respect, is of particular importance where adolescents are involved (LaRusso 

et al., 2008). The early adolescent’s perception of an encouraging educator is considered 

important for promoting positive school performance (Davies et al., 2013). And, 

understanding on the part of the educator facilitates answerability from the early adolescent 

as learner (O’Donovan et al., 2015). Respect between adults, in this case, the adult as the 

educator, and early-adolescent is favourable for empowering towards correct choices and the 

setting of goals that adolescents are required to make (LaRusso et al., 2008). Clearly, the 

educator is a key role-player in the social environment of early adolescents.  

Since early adolescents have a strong need to be understood, especially in the context of 

relationships and boundaries, and are influenced by broader systems, it will be of value to 

look into ecological systems, as outlined by Bronfenbrenner. 

2.2.8 Bio-ecological Theory (Bronfenbrenner) and the importance of settings in regard 
to respectful social interaction  

According to Bronfenbrenner, the early adolescents’ social interaction operates within a 

social web. The early adolescents’ desire for relationship is established within the 

Microsystem of the family (Bronfenbrenner, 1994), and this influences their relationships at 

school. Bio-ecological Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1994) defines the web of 

intercommunication in development with others as the third phase (Tissington, 2008) in the 

setting (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). Sadlier (2011) affirms the school as a setting for 
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intercommunication. Intercommunication occurs between the dynamics of relationship 

brought from the Microsystem of the home environment to the Microsystem of the school 

environment creating a Mesosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). The Microsystem connections 

between educator and learner are made by the duties that they perform together on projects 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1994). According to Resnick, Bearman, Blum, Bauman, Harris, Jones, 

Tabor, Beuhring, Sieving, Shew, Ireland, Bearinger and Udry (1997), the early adolescent is 

strengthened within this Microsystem of the school. When the learner is of the opinion that 

the educator is caring, and that the educator expects the learner to do well in school, the early 

adolescent’s resilience is strengthened (Resnick et al., 1997). How significant a learner is 

made to feel indicated to the learner by the quality time that an educator spends on the 

learner, is important (LaRusso et al., 2008; Resnick et al., 1997). In the words of Andersen, 

Evans and Harvey (2012: 219) “it is useful to think of the students not as passive recipients… 

but as active observers and participants in on-going affective interactions with their teachers”. 

The reactivity of educators to learners through affective interaction leads the learner to feel 

significant (Andersen et al., 2012). Mutual sharing was favoured by learners between 

educator and learner, in interaction through respect for one another (Andersen et al., 2012). 

While respect is paramount in achieving order and scholastic achievement (Ryan and Patrick, 

2001), it is sought by learners as they move into adolescence and they begin to demand 

reciprocity between educator and learner (LaRusso et al., 2008). This newly attained ability 

of abstract reasoning (Harter, 1990; Piaget and Inhelder, 1966) propels the adolescent toward 

personal goals (Bergman and Scott, 2001). Learners bring to the Microsystem their values 

and behaviour influenced by their culture (Macrosystem), which they themselves often do not 

‘control’. Also, the educators provide guidance from their own cultural context (Samuel and 

Stevens, 2000), explained as the Macrosystem in Bronfenbrenner’s Model, within which their 
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values are birthed and maintained (Kumar, Karabenick and Burgoon, 2015). In this sense, 

educator-learner relationships are influenced by a system of cultures.   

2.2.8.1 Culture 
 Culture formulates one’s thinking to establish customs (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). Customs 

result in preconceived thinking which affects the way people behave towards one another in 

relationships (Kumar et al., 2015). An important preconception that influences this study is 

the establishment of “achievement expectations”, according to culture (Kumar et al., 2015: 

534). Kumar et al. postulate the importance of the limitation of “teachers who attribute the 

quality of academic performance to students’ backgrounds” (2015: 535). 

Learners’ backgrounds are often responsible for formulating and upholding their values. 

Within the South African context, it is vital that learners’ values are considered in a 

“culturally responsive classroom” (Johnson, 2013: 83). “Culturally responsive classrooms” 

reinforce supportable relationships between educator and learner (Johnson, 2013) by 

acknowledging the cultural history of the learners in order to understand their values and 

beliefs. Johnson (2013: 82) states that when educators seek to understand the learners’ values 

and beliefs, they empower learners by guarding against “toxic charity”.  ‘Toxic charity’ can 

be detrimental within the learning environment, since it breeds reliance on educators, instead 

of self-determination in the learner. Therefore, the role of respectful interacting is paramount, 

as self-determination should be fostered irrespective of background, culture or group 

penurious conditions.  

2.2.9 Respect in education: School community and contextual factors influencing 
learners in primary schools   

 

Responsible behaviour patterns formulated by the educator in a school community may 

assist/enable the learner to develop academically (Bush, Joubert, Kiggundu and Van Rooyen, 

2010; Cohen, 2006). Good academic work habits may produce good work practices leading 
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to positive spirals and work-place success at a later stage. An educator-learner relationship in 

which disrespect is prominent hinders well-being in the learning environment (O’Hara and 

Byrne, 2000), as seen when discipline breaks down in subtle ways, like learners fussing about 

line up, or not following the leader when walking to class, to teasing fellow learners or 

refusing to listen to teachers (Maulcahy, 1997). 

The emergence of indiscipline as a problem was viewed by learner-educator relationships, 

based on respect entails the ability to recognise another’s viewpoint, necessitates the 

willingness to listen to another, perceives another’s cultural differences and shows 

acknowledgement of the other’s needs (Kitching et al., 2012; Resnick et al., 1997). While 

mutual respect leads to positive relationships, recognizing equality between learners and 

instilling good work habits for learners, Ryan and Patrick (2001) stress the role of mutual 

respect between educator and learner for ensuring maximum scholastic achievement by 

learners.  

Therefore, for the purpose of the study, we need to look at the quality the educator-learner 

relationship in the primary school communities in the South African education system.   

2.2.9.1 The South African education system 
Primary school communities are often the environment from which a child gains support 

(Erawan, 2015; The South African White Paper, 2012). The South African White Paper 

(2012) suggests that the primary school community is often the only support system for the 

learner. For these learners, the need for support may include learners who have lost both their 

parents or only have a single parent who is busy with work, or their homes may be in crisis, 

for example, with the presence of alcoholism, poverty or abuse (The South African White 

Paper, 2012). The White Paper informs us that South Africa has low levels of well-being in 

schools (2012). A study done by Kitching et al. (2011) revealed that classrooms are often 
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populated with up to seventy learners, putting educators under pressure to maintain a safe and 

productive classroom. Often, educators face this challenge when confronted with a very 

different classroom environment to that which they experienced previously as learners 

themselves, or indeed the classroom situation of their early teaching days (Samuel and 

Stevens, 2000; Sayed, 2002). Rapid political change in South Africa has occurred in recent 

decades, and educators need to be able to adapt to present day learners’ needs (Samuel and 

Stevens, 2000; Sayed, 2002) as present day learners in the South African education situation 

are characterised by under-achieving learners (Bush et al., 2010). Soudien (2007) also 

confirms Prilleltensky’s support of partnerships between educator and learners to solve the 

crisis. Educator and learner need to work together in a partnership showing mutual respect for 

one another’s needs and expectations. Soudien illustrates this relationship between educator 

and learner with the following statement: “this action calls for policy which is not simply 

done to people, but works with people” (2007: 184). Educators show respect to learners when 

working with learners as partners. The perception of respect by learners is linked to high 

levels of well-being at school, namely feeling secure and acting responsibly (Welsh, 2001). 

Respect allows freedom and independence, in order to create well-being.  

2.2.9.2 Academic performance and positive spirals 
Well-being is ascertained by experiencing positive emotions (Fredrickson, Mancuso, 

Branigan and Tugade, 2000). “Positive emotions reliably alter people’s thinking and actions 

(Fredrickson et al., 2000: 237). In schools well-being is reported by learners that experience 

positive emotions. These Learners experiencing well-being are able to perform well and 

achieve their goals even in adverse conditions such as poverty (Fredrickson and Losada, 

2005). Well-being is also enhanced in learners when they pursue their goals through 

negotiation with their educator and the educator allows learners freedom to perform 

creatively (Fredrickson and Losada, 2005). This freedom and achievement in learners is 
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associated with high levels of positive emotions (Fredrickson and Losada, 2005). High levels 

of positive emotions establish a state of heightened awareness, which Fredrickson reports 

“opens the mind” (2004: 27) and this results in the flourishing of ability (Fredrickson and 

Losada, 2005) characterized by a “broadened...repertoire of action urges” Fredrickson, 2004: 

25). This climate of positive emotion and state of flourishing leads to increased performance, 

referred to as an ‘upward spiral’ (Fredrickson, 2004). In this state of ‘upward spiral’, more 

interest is shown in novel situations (Fredrickson, 2004). To jumpstart motivation in learners, 

a more understanding approach by the educators within the school community is 

recommended by Kitching et al. (2012). High levels of care shown by educators were 

associated with reduced risk and negative behaviour in adolescents (LaRusso et al., 2008).  

Learners experiencing care from educators feel valued. This sense of value is enhanced when 

the educator allows responsible choices to be made by learners. An educator creating a school 

climate of care and value, and the need for responsible actions from learners, promotes 

positive emotions in learners. Positive emotions are associated with respect shown in 

educator learner relationship.  

2.2.9.3 Corporal punishment/discipline in South African primary schools  
Respect for learners has been made policy in South Africa with the abolishment of corporal 

punishment in a “shift from control to leadership” (Harley, Barasa, Bertram, Mattson and 

Pillay, 2000: 296). Corporal punishment in the educator-learner relationship is receiving 

strident criticism internationally. Kazdin (2015: 105) describes corporal punishment as 

“ineffective, unnecessary and harmful to children”. Hecker, Hermenau, Isele and Elbert 

(2014: 884) go even further to say that corporal punishment has “adverse consequences, be it 

at home or at school”. In the views of children age eight to twelve years in an urban 

settlement in South Africa, corporal punishment is seen as negative and damaging to 

emotions and behaviour and not supportive of their individual needs (Breen, Daniels and 



67 
 

Tomlinson, 2015). In 1998, the Department of Education put forward a vision of the 

‘democratic’ classroom in which the rights of learners according to their individual needs and 

characteristics would be pursued (Harley et al., 2000). Harley et al. (2000) encountered a 

school that upheld this policy of democracy. The learners embraced a need for learning and 

the educators met the learners’ need for instruction so that a mutual goal of learning 

excellence in an efficient environment was in action (Harley et al., 2000). Albaiz and Ernest 

(2015) support this model by stressing the need for ‘intrinsic’ motivation in learners, where 

learners’ free choice is encouraged through relationship and interaction.  

Free choice in learners is not valued in instances of corporal punishment. Corporal 

punishment is seen internationally to be harmful to learners. Learners’ well-being is brought 

about by relationship and interaction. Relationship and interaction in an environment of 

mutual respect between educator and learner is favoured for learning excellence. Mutual 

respect is recommended as the active ingredient for successful learning and efficiency.  

2.2.9.4 Educator-learner relationships 
Mutual respect in the educator-learner relationship allows for flexibility (Davies et al., 2013), 

where give and take is important. Educators who are willing to listen and interact with 

learners create a classroom of motivated learners (Kerssen-Griep, Hess, and Trees, 2003). 

When learners are motivated, they also become curious. Roman and Kay (2007) investigated 

the concept of developing a ‘curious’ learner as opposed to a passive one. The educator who 

creates a learning environment where curiosity germinates, were found to be active educators 

(Roman and Kay, 2007). The educator actively takes responsibility for getting to know the 

learner, and any area of weakness that the learner may have (Roman and Kay, 2007).  When 

showing any weaknesses, the educator investigates the best way to assist the learner in 

overcoming it. The learners’ ideas and goals are important to the educator and the educator 

attempts to tailor the learning environment to individual learners’ needs (Kitchen, 2005; 
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Roman and Kay, 2007). The learner is encouraged to move from passive regurgitation of 

facts presented by the educator, to creatively thinking and problem solving (Roman and Kay, 

2007). When the educator is genuinely interested in the way in which the learner thinks 

(Kitchen, 2005), the learners plan themselves to solve a problem. In the last instance, the 

learners rely on their own awareness in the situation, and use self-discovery (Kitchen, 2005). 

The educator is showing respect by listening, and showing interest in the learners’ 

individuality. 

2.2.9.5 Learner-educator relationships based on respect  
Roman and Kay (2007) have identified respect as being crucial in the learner-educator 

relationship. Respect creates trust (Kitchen, 2005). When the learner trusts the educator 

enough to be confident to make a mistake in front of the educator, learning can occur (Roman 

and Kay, 2007). The learner knows that feedback from the educator is going to be 

constructive (Kitchen, 2005; Roman and Kay, 2007). Correction is carried out with respect, 

and is more of a problem-solving exercise between learner and educator than a negative 

judgement (Kitchen, 2005; Roman and Kay, 2007). Respect between learner and educator 

means that the learners’ views are validated (Kitchen, 2005).  

2.2.9.6 Respect in education  
 The South African Council for Educators (SACE, 2011) expects an educator to show 

appreciation for learners’ views and originality. This is verified by Beckman and Lee (2009) 

by acknowledgement of the need, firstly, to develop a relationship between educator and 

learner, and secondly, in doing so by identifying strengths and weaknesses in the learner and 

allows for support to be offered to learners whilst recognising their need for privacy and 

space (SACE, 2011). Rules are required to bring about order, but are implemented with 

kindness and empathy. The Western Cape Education Department substantiates the need for 

rules, reasoning that a learner must be able to discern the difference between admissible and 
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non-admissible behaviour. Admissible behaviour does not encroach on the teaching space in 

the classroom or personal space of other learners or the educator (WCED, 2007).  

The classroom climate fosters development of character and integrity in learners (Beckman 

and Lee, 2009). The long term goal of the educator is to focus on the learners’ character and 

integrity, guiding the learner to pursue a future that enhances self-respect and embraces 

practicality. Disrespect is not tolerated, and is defined as any harmful behaviour to the 

emotional, social or physical domains of learners (SACE, 2011). The safety of learners must 

be established, whilst no improper gains or benefits for the educator may be sought (SACE, 

2011). 

Most importantly, a balance of power is recognised as helpful with the role of educator and 

learners realized as ‘partners’ (SACE, 2011; Beckman and Lee, 2009). In regard to balance of 

power, Bearman, Molloy, Ajjawi and Keating (2013) comment that the focal point of an 

educator should not be on how they may fail a learner in the grade, but rather, on creating a 

learning environment that encourage partnership with the learners toward seeking their 

success to pass. 

To conclude, clear guidelines exist regarding boundaries, support and respect eminent for 

good relationships in a school environment.  

Themes present in literature                                                                                                    

Respect is ensured between educator and learner by the educator acknowledging all learners 

in the class, so that all learners experience a sense of belonging (Lambert et al., 2013). The 

mature adult predominantly chooses constructive action paths (Luna et al., 2010) or for the 

purpose of the study, the educator and Luna et al. (2010) go on to comment that the early 

adolescent (learner) is mainly not yet capable to choose a constructive action path and needs 

an adult figure to look up to.   
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 Albaiz and Ernest (2015) support the need for mutual respect between educator and learner 

by stressing the need for ‘intrinsic’ motivation where learners’ free choice is encouraged 

through relationship and interaction. This is also known as behavioural synchrony and is 

always accompanied by a move towards action (Vacharkulksemsuk and Fredrickson, 2012)  

 Respect is seen as placing value on the other person and the relationship opportunity, where, 

if rules are violated, it is not just the fact that a rule has been broken, but rather, that another 

person has been violated along with the relationship itself (O’Grady, 2014). 

Well-being in schools is characterised by learners that experience positive emotions, 

(Fredrickson, 2006). 

2.3 Summary   
Overall, well-being is unique to the person, and involves both performing well in all 

situations as well as an enjoyment of the performance. Well-being is fostered and improved 

in a nurturing environment with healthy relating. These processes of positive interdependence 

enhance relational well-being. In this sense, relational well-being offers a key to personal 

capacity, such as responsibility and the ability to consider others. In considering others, 

humans still need to regulate the demands made on them, and the freedom to control their 

circumstance. When this regulation is in sync with relevant others, a common goal can be 

sought. In schools, the common goal of excellent education can be enhanced by relational 

participation. These relational processes require power-sharing or partnership between 

educator and learner. In this power-sharing environment, the learner is able to share goals for 

learning; with the educator providing the structure for this to occur through the educator’s 

knowledge source, experience and stability. A caring relationship between educator and 

learner entails freedom for the learner to express creativity, and this is possible in an 

environment governed by mutual respect. Since mutual respect means that control is shared, 



71 
 

it comprises educators expecting learners to be responsible, as well as learners’ responses of 

trust and offering their best.  

The benefits of mutual respect are associated with the specific developmental goals of early-

adolescents, who need the security of mature educators to guide them. Early adolescents’ 

focus on relationship lends itself towards the ability to work cooperatively with an educator 

who they perceive as caring. With the emergence of abstract reasoning in early adolescents’ 

so too is their need for respect to be shown by the educator for their sense of self-worth and 

the early adolescents’ need for value. This occurs according to both the cultural values of 

both educator and learner. In South Africa, school communities are the support system of 

many learners and preparation ground for their futures. However, for many schools, the 

climate of under-achievement and lack of respect need to be urgently addressed. The 

literature suggests that well-being, and specifically healthy relational functioning, is key to 

launching learners into an ‘upward spiral’ of learning. The link between positive emotions 

and a state of flourishing in which a learner wants to learn, has been made. The motivation of 

learners is enhanced by environments with caring educators and high levels of respectful 

interaction with constructive feedback.                                                                                                                    

2.4 Conclusion   
Schools offer environments for respectful engagement.  Mutual respect is favoured as the fuel 

towards these processes of well-being and functionality. Early adolescents favour 

relationships with high levels of mutual respect. Mutual respect fosters positive emotional 

classroom climates, which in turn trigger an upward spiral of learning. This upward spiral 

creates learners characterised by flourishing, who want to learn and who are open to 

constructive feedback from their educators.    
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3 SECTION B: ARTICLE 

 
Early adolescents’ perceptions of respect in the educator-learner relationship 

 
 

Abstract 
 
This study aims to elucidate and describe early adolescents’ perceptions of respect in 

educator-learner relationships in the South African context. A lack of respect pertaining to the 

freedom to pursue personal goals whilst subscribing to a mutual sense of duty exists in this 

country’s school communities. Concepts such as relational well-being and academic 

excellence have been treated in isolation. A qualitative research paradigm, using a single 

exploratory case study design in an English primary public school in Johannesburg was used, 

favouring a methodological question. Ten learners participated. Data was interpreted by 

means of Complexity Theory, promoting self-organising perspectives. Paramount to respect 

is the need to belong. Early adolescents require a reciprocal relationship between educator 

and learner; established by behavioural synchrony through respectful communication with 

action, within a secure structure. Relational well-being and academic excellence is grounded 

on the early adolescents’ strong need for a ‘parent figure’. Positive emotions in learners from 

feeling valued and cared for and being respected by being allowed free choice forms the 

integrative theory of a ‘positive spiral’ to bring about flourishing. 

Key terms: Relational well-being, educator-learner relationship, respect, early adolescence, 

Complexity Theory, partnerships 

 

3.1 Introduction 
Respect is viewed as essential for dealing with social and educational issues (Waddock and 

Smith, 2000). Human beings are inherently relational beings (Gergen, 2009), and respect is 

central to human interaction. It is significant when (Prilleltensky (2012) indicates that the 
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interpersonal is never just about the “what”, but also ‘how’ we interact with one another 

Prilleltensky (2012). Therefore, the perception that human beings, for example early 

adolescents have about respect and the educator-learner relationship is vital to school 

performance and relational well-being. Healthy respect is signified by well-intentioned 

attitude and willingness to listen to other persons’ outlook (Kitching, Roos and Ferreira, 

2012).   

This study is concerned with the lack of respect existing in the South African school 

environment (The South African White Paper, 2012). Disrespectful interactions/behaviour 

are found, for example, where educators are routinely faced with, amongst others, difficulties 

with discipline, problems with language proficiency in the absence of mother-tongue 

instruction, and a lack of financial resources in the midst of difficult social circumstances 

(Kitching et al., 2012). Other studies underline the incidence of violence within the school 

community, for example, Barnes (2010) indicates that 70% of South African learners do not 

view their school communities as safe environments.  

Respect is viewed as an integral part of relational well-being (Van Schalkwyk and Wissing, 

2013) and key to personal and collective well-being (Evans and Prilleltensky, 2007). 

Relational well-being in schools contributes to holistic well-being and development, school 

connectedness, the creation of a caring and supportive environment and academic success 

(Wagner, Conrad, Gajic, Kácha, Martinovic, Skvortsova, Van Doeselaar and Voiteko, 2014). 

Respect, as an essential mechanism of relational functioning, presents as the ‘how’ or the way 

in which human beings relate to one another (Prilleltensky, 2004; 2012). In this sense, the 

notion of respect can be illustrated as for example, the way learners treat educators, or the 

manner educators use to interact with learners (www.vocabulary.com/dictionary/respect). 

Then again, mutual respect as a two way street, i.e. giving in order to gain, involves the 

acknowledgement of the needs of the other, and therefore forms part of the nurturing process 

http://www.vocabulary.com/dictionary/respect
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that aids relating and interacting (Kitching et al., 2012), such as the educator treating the 

learner in a worthy manner within the classroom situation. Therefore, respect also implies the 

presence of healthy protection, the honouring of other persons’ bodies, properties (e.g. 

books), and role (e.g. educator, or adolescent learner). However, for several decades, issues 

related to the absence of respect have been prevalent in many South African schools. Many 

years ago, Samuel and Stephens (2000) showed the impact of power struggles that could be 

linked to situations where disrespect in the classroom situation is both eminent and 

prominent. Respect and disrespect in the educator-learner relationships in the school 

community is dependent on the balance between acceptance of other people’s standpoints, 

customs and/or cultures and outlook (Kitching et al., 2012). Disrespect is thus typified by 

discriminating against, ignoring and disregarding others; and as a restraining process, it could 

damage relational well-being.  

Disrespect is still a widespread problem in South African schools, and recurring issues in this 

regard are related to behavioural as well as relational and discipline (Barnes, 2010; Kitching, 

Roos and Ferreira, 2011; Myburgh, Poggenpoel and Nhlapo, 2015). A healthy practice of 

respect is regarded as essential in the educator-learner relationship to establish a productive 

learning environment (Davies, Jindal-Snape, Collier, Digby, Hay and Howe, 2013). Schools 

are also viewed as important contexts for promoting the psychological strengths of learners, 

(Cotterell, 1992; Farmer and Farmer, 1999; Langhout, 2004), associated with effective 

learning and achievement (Seligman, 2011). It is clear that the presence of respect, translated 

into positive interactions among educators and learners within the learning environment, can 

offer precious opportunities for the building of personal as well as collective well-being 

(Prilleltensky and Nelson, 2009). But, well-being in school communities is challenged, with 

educators on the one hand facing difficult/problematic learner behaviour, while learners on 

the other hand experience unsafe learning environments, leading to inadequate academic 
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achievement (Myburgh et al., 2015). The impolite engagement among educators and learners, 

typified by disrespectful interaction is associated with lower levels of relational well-being 

(Prilleltensky 2012). This study can be located in current research linking the early 

adolescents’ need for educators to show respect towards them by acknowledging their desire 

for successful academic attainment, as well as emotional well-being (Buhs and Ladd, 2001; 

Fredrickson, 2001; 2009; 2013; Wentzel, 2003).  

The dilemma is further fraught by challenges experienced in the classroom, where decisions 

on children’s well-being are still mainly addressed from an adult perspective (Prilleltensky, 

Nelson and Peirson, 2001). The major problem with the educators’ approach is that the 

learners’ viewpoints are not taken into consideration in addressing the challenges associated 

with the learners’ well-being, as the focus is on the educators’ viewpoint; disregarding the 

intense changes that are taking place in the developmental level of the early adolescent,  

involving distinctive, multi-dimensional changes in biological, psychosocial and cognitive 

levels (Conus, Cotton, Abdel-Baki, Lambert, Berk and McGory 2006; Gouws, Kruger and 

Burger, 2000; Sadock, Kaplan and Sadock, 2007). In other words, if the focus is mainly 

educators’ viewpoints, then the development of the “sense of self” in early adolescence 

(Erikson, 1968) is disregarded. The early adolescent, in a search for constant novelty, is not 

put off by others’ warnings of possible threats, and is willing to take a risk or gamble (Luna, 

Padmanabhan and O’Hearn, 2010).  

Educators should take into consideration early adolescent learners’ cognitive development as 

the beginning of the formal operational phase, with abstract thinking capacities (Campbell, 

2011). This means that early adolescents have the ability to reason between obligations and 

rules. Adolescents test and personalise options and choices, and the consequences thereof, 

until arriving at a set of ethics suitable to their needs and beliefs (Kohlberg and Wasserman, 

1980). Important to note is that adolescents, although they are maturing, are nonetheless 
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unable to consistently make sound decisions. The adult and adolescent need to negotiate 

differences in ideas through healthy interacting (Louw and Louw, 2007). The adolescent 

favours a flexible learning environment in which the educator affirms the use of intellectual 

abilities to reach goals in learning (Meece, Phillip and McCombs, 2003). Lambert, Stillman, 

Hicks, Kamble, Baumeister and Fincham (2013) suggest that the need to make 

knowledgeable and enlightened choices towards one’s own well-being is best done by 

creating an environment favouring a sense of belonging. When the adolescent incurs a 

“secure sense of fitting in” (Lambert et al., 2013: 1418), well-being is enabled/promoted. 

According to McCubbin (McCubbin, Zhang, Kehl and Strom, 2013) a sense of belonging 

creates the ability to adapt, which forms part of the dynamics of the interpersonal context. 

When people connect during daily interactions, relational well-being is understood as an 

attitude of responsibility, showing consideration, and being receptive towards others 

(Prilleltensky, 2012; Ryan, Brown and Creswell, 2007; Seligman, 2002; Wissing and 

Temane, 2014). In a relationship people need to have control over matters that are of value to 

them (Ryan et al. 2007) and in this sense, relational wellbeing is an integral part of 

accomplishing life goals. Healthy relating, associated with well-being, implies an 

affectionate, warm and safe environment, where integrity and hope is valued (Gillham, 

Adams-Deutsch, Werner, Reivich, Coulter-Heindl, Linkins, Winder, Peterson, Park, 

Abenavoli, Contero and Seligman, 2011).   

Well-being in education means that both educator and learner are challenged to bring a 

certain amount of knowledge, novelty and enjoyment (Wayne, 2008) to the learning 

environment. The mutual need for acceptance and approval is best achieved by mutual 

respect (Herbert, 2004). However, although healthy relating is crucial for all life phases and 

positive development, and a common human experience, it also represents the complexity of 

human interaction.  
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Complexity Theory emerged in psychology as Gestalt Theory, known for its organismic 

regulation, namely those processes that humans use to regulate themselves according to their 

own individual needs and opinions, involving new ways of  ‘pattern formation’ (Alhadeff-

Jones, 2008; Mason, 2008). When a group within the same environment connect, they begin 

to self-organise (Horn, 2008) through daily discussions creating relational well-being 

(Morrison, 2008). This processs illustrates how integrity and hope come about by the 

relational connection of coming into agreement and taking action through thinking together 

(Alhadeff-Jones, 2008; Horn, 2008; Mason, 2008). Complexity Theory operates in the non-

linear systems of schools (Kitching et al., 2012), in which individuals look for a solution to 

problems by undoing the order in what may appear a chaotic fashion (Alhadeff-Jones, 2008), 

through reciprocal interplay between positive and negative feedback. Negative feedback 

adjusts behaviour using rules and regulations (Marion, 1999), whereas positive feedback is 

about cooperation through relationship, with the educator and learner as co-learners 

(Morrison, 2008). Internal knowledge and freedom between educator and learner, although 

risky, focuses on the process of discovering fresh knowledge together (Morrison, 2008).  

The human sensory system has more pathways leading from the brain ‘fishing’ for new 

information than pathways to receive information (Cohen and Stewart, 1995: 348).  

Discovery encounters are enhanced by relational connection, brought about by cooperation 

between educator and learner in a child-centred fashion. Verbal interaction between educator 

and learner facilitates the negotiation and the letting go of strict boundaries. With more 

freedom and the opportunity to be heard (Morrison, 2008), learner individuality develops 

when opinions are expressed, creating the negotiation of negative and positive feedback 

between educator and learner.  

In the South African context, it is vital that learners’ values are considered in a “culturally 

responsive classroom” (Johnson, 2013: 83). Learners bring to the microsystem their values 
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and behaviour, influenced by their culture (Macro System), which they themselves often do 

not “control”. Moreover, the educators provide guidance from their own cultural context 

(Samuel and Stevens, 2000), explained as a Macro System in Bronfenbrenner’s Model, 

within which values are birthed and maintained (Kumar, Karabenick and Burgoon, 2015). In 

this sense, educator-learner relationships are influenced by a system of cultures. Therefore the 

role of respectful interacting is paramount to reinforce supportive relationships, as self-

determination should be fostered irrespective of background, culture or group penurious 

conditions (Johnson, 2013). When educators have preconceptions pertaining to learners’ 

academic potential, the educator may limit the learner (Kumar et al., 2015). Johnson (2013: 

82) states that when educators seek to understand the learners’ values and beliefs, they 

empower learners by guarding against “toxic charity”, which can be detrimental within the 

learning environment, since it leads to a reliance on educators instead of self-determination.  

Primary school communities are often the environment from which a child gains support 

(Erawan, 2015; White Paper, 2012); in the South African system, often the only support. 

According to the White Paper (2012), South Africa has a low level of well-being in schools, 

as educators are inundated with problems: classrooms are often populated with up to 70 

learners, putting educators under pressure to maintain a safe and productive classroom 

Kitching et al. (2011). Educators are often confronted with a very different classroom 

environment to when they were learners, needing to adapt to present day learners’ needs 

(Samuel and Stevens, 2000; Sayed, 2002), characterised by under-achievement (Bush, 

Joubert, Kiggundu, and van Rooyen, 2010). Soudien (2007) attests that the situation is urgent, 

because the under-achievement of learners negatively affects the whole of South Africa’s 

economy.  Soudien (2007) confirms Prilleltensky et al.’s (2001) support of partnerships, 

showing mutual respect of one another’s needs and expectations between educator and 
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learners to solve the crisis. Respect allows freedom and independence in order to create well-

being. 

Responsible behaviour patterns formulated by the educator in a school community may 

assist/enable the learner to develop academically (Bush et al., 2010; Cohen, 2006). Learner-

educator relationships based on respect depends on the ability to recognise another’s 

viewpoint; it necessitates the willingness to listen to another, perceives another’s cultural 

differences, and shows acknowledgement of the other’s needs (Kitching et al., 2012; Resnick, 

Bearman, Blum, Bauman, Harris, Jones, Tabor, Beuhring, Sieving, Shew, Ireland, Bearinger, 

Udry, 1997). While mutual respect leads to positive relationships, recognizing equality 

between learners and instilling good work habits for learners, Ryan and Patrick (2001) stress 

the role of mutual respect between educator and learner for ensuring maximum scholastic 

achievement by learners.  

Central to the focus of this article is that if learners do not experience respect, for example, 

from their educators within the school community, as a central procedure to relational well-

being, their well-being as well as productive learning environments may be seriously 

challenged. 

3.2 Methodology (design and methods)  
A qualitative research design entails a description of how people think and feel about social 

situations (Botma, Greeff, Mulaudzi and Wright, 2010) and this research sought to gather 

data by asking the question: what are early adolescents’ perceptions of respect in the 

educator-learner relationship? This was asked in the daily relating and interacting at school, 

in a government primary school in Gauteng. The objective was to explore perceptions 

through a qualitative research paradigm, making use of an exploratory case study design and 
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describe perceptions, or what adolescents think and feel, through the lens of the Complexity 

Theory.  

Use was made of a single case study design favouring a ‘how’ question (Yin, 2014): how 

early adolescents think, feel and see and constantly make sense of their worlds. The case 

study was a bounded system (Creswell, Hanson, Plano Clark and Morales, 2007) and in the 

context of the school, specific to a “real life context” (Bothma et al., 2010: 44).  

3.2.1 Research context 

  

The context is a public English government primary school in Gauteng, serving a radius of 

25km, which accommodates large numbers of learners. The school provides education to 

learners from an urban town and surrounding townships in Gauteng, with distinctive features 

of a developed and developing infrastructure (Ritchie and Lewis, 2003) that encompasses 

mixed education, cultures and income levels.  A ‘criteria specific’ population (Bothma et al., 

2010) serves learners from a variety of cultures, and thus is relevant within the social, 

political and physical infrastructure; making it scientifically valid due to the “socio-

demographic characteristics” (Ritchie and Lewis, 2003: 100) that are representative of 

various social and ethnic groups within the South African context. The school is however 

well-resourced with computers, a library, and skilled educators, which is often not the case in 

semi-rural schools.  

3.2.2 Ethics  
Permission was gained from the Department of Education, Health Research Ethics 

Committee of the NWU, school principal and legal guardians. Information of the study, 

including benefits and risks, were provided, after which written, informed consent was 

obtained from all parties. Benefits had to outweigh risks. Direct benefits communicated to 

participants were that they had an opportunity to voice their opinions concerning the topic,  
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had a chance to grow in awareness of respect, and how to show respect in a relationship; had 

the opportunity to improve self-esteem and to be heard, which fulfils a developmental need of 

the early-adolescent.  Indirect benefits were the experience that learners’ opinions were 

important in contributing to research that may affect educator-learner relationships in the 

future; to the school, the benefit would be knowledge that the mutuality of respect may assist 

the school when learners realized how they might influence a relationship for the better by 

showing respect. 

3.2.3 Sampling and Participants 
The number of participants needed to be large enough to justify credible findings (Yin, 2014).  

Englander (2012) states that one-on-one semi-structured interviews are useful in small-scale 

research to reach data saturation. Ten learner participants were selected for one-on-one semi-

structured interviews according to inclusion criteria: ability to speak English; aged between 

11 and 14; and in Grade Six or Seven. Exclusion criteria were vulnerable children due to 

known trauma and abuse; ill learners; orphans; street children; and learners older than the 

average learner who is in Grade Six and Seven. Distributive justice, or ‘fair selection’, and 

even boy/girl and equal ethnic ratio were used.  

3.2.4 Data Collection 
Individual collages were the point of departure for one-on-one semi-structured interviews that 

were used to gather data (Bothma et al., 2010; Creswell et al., 2007; Yin, 2014), following 

the path of the participant’s thoughts (Bothma et al., 2010, 210). Data was collected before 

the start of the school day in a private, quiet office, with enough light and space. Participants 

were aware of timeframes, confidentiality, freedom to withdraw, and risks, prior to data 

collection, and were made aware that interviews were to be voice recorded. 

Collages are a practical data collection method (Turner, 2010) and a powerful medium 

through which children express their views, across a wide range of the developmental 
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continuum (Coad, 2007: 487). Collages are art-based techniques and activities and follow a 

creative process of gluing magazine pictures to a backing sheet of paper. Visual images are 

thereby generated to express verbal concepts, and the collage becomes a representation of its 

author’s perception of these concepts. The rationale for making use of collages as a first step 

is to focus individuals on the project at hand. According to Coad (2007) and Geldard and 

Geldard (2008), collages successfully engage adolescents, where children are very 

forthcoming with their views on a topic, following the reflective process (Joyce and Sills, 

2010). 

Questions were asked, not in any order, but to facilitate subjective views, based on what the 

participant internally felt was real. Here, the rationale is to record the subtle variations of the 

construct as perceived by the participants (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000). Questions asked: tell 

me about the pictures you’ve chosen; how does your educator show respect; how do you 

show respect in the classroom; tell me about what the leaners and educators are doing in these 

pictures; how does that make you feel; and how do you think the educator feels? To end the 

interviews, reflective questions (member checking) were posed. Bothma et al. (2010) state 

that reflecting findings back ensures responses were understood correctly.  

3.3 Data analysis 

 

Thematic data analysis was used (Braun and Clarke, 2013). The collage itself was not 

analysed. Data was read and re-read, coded, organised, filed, tagged, meaning deduced, 

related to themes, and then were written up into a story amidst the context. The theoretical 

frameworks of Cairney (2012) and Prilleltensky et al. (2001), were used in order to interpret 

societal issues of early adolescents in the primary school.  
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Adolescent perceptions of respect in the educator- learner relationship creating 

relational well-being  

 Theme Subtheme 

 Respect is when learner perceives 

and experiences the/a…  

Learner needs 

1 Sense of belonging within a school, 

with the educator, with classmates 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Strong need for a relationship with 

the educator, which encompasses 

belonging 

• Respect is most wanted and desired 

by adolescent 

• Learners need to fit in, have a place, 

feel right and be acceptable. 

• Need  unconditional and all-

encompassing acceptance which 

provides hope and a vision 

• Learners need to establish their sense 

of self. 

2 Educator as a parent figure 

  

Adolescent needs parental replacement 

figure; 

(Educator is most respected to fulfil the role) 

3 Relationship is reciprocal Behavioural synchrony between 

1) educator and learner 

2) learner and learner 

4 Respectful communication and action Doing activities  together- formal and 

informal 

5 Organised, structured classroom 

conditions, passion for career create a 

positive climate, well-being  

Planning and preparation for overall formal 

and informal activities 

Well-being linked to positive emotions, 

pursuing of goals  
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3.4 Findings and Discussion 
The findings are categorised into five main themes. Participant adolescent experiences are 

strongly interwoven with needs, these are presented as subthemes to main categories.  

3.4.1 Theme 1 Sense of belonging 
The most significant finding was early adolescent learners’ need to belong. Respect is 

perceived when the educator creates a feeling and experience to which learners belong. Of 

significance was that learners show a strong need for a relationship with the educator; the 

relationship encompasses belonging, as learners need to fit in, have a place, feel right and are 

acceptable. Learners need unconditional and all-encompassing acceptance, which provides 

hope and a vision.  

The teacher was very nice to them so they can spend their day knowing that they have 
someone who loves them (P2- L17, interview). 

Bowlby (1969) has described a sense of belonging as creating in us our ‘actuality’, and 

Ainsworth (1989) also has noted a sense of belonging allows us to be expectant, giving us 

endurance to follow through on our goals. Actuality was recognised by the participant.  

 he (learner) couldn’t change what he was (P7-L72, interview),  

but he was still experiencing a sense of belonging. A sense of belonging is favoured to bring 

about well-being (Lambert, et. al., 2013) by being accepted for who you are. Our well-being 

depends on our sense of belonging, driven by our organic need for relationship (Baumeister, 

2005), and it creates in us our actuality, allowing us to be expectant. In the words of Lambert 

et al. (2013; 1418) a sense of belonging is best described as a “sense of fitting in”. Taken 

further by Baumeister (1991) and Klinger (1998), everyone needs to find meaning. The drive 

to find meaning is equated to life force. It is not enough to be busy pursuing goals. Goals 

must be meaningful to us. A goal without personal meaning lessens our sense of belonging 



98 
 

(Haslam, Jetten, Postmes and Haslam, 2009). A learner noted how the educator provided 

nurture developing a sense of belonging for the learner: 

The teacher will always tell you not to worry because she loves you and cares…, listen 
to what she has to say… She wants you to, like, ‘own your own business’ [sic] and 
always think, like, [sic] positive (P7- L1, interview)  

Respect shown by educator to learner implies that the educator reveals an attitude of 

acceptance for the learners’ cognitive ability, emotions, physical needs adapting to the 

learners’ context all with the learners’ social world. In the words of the participant: 

 some teachers like to be with their learners, they love being with their learners (P3-
L18, interview). 

Learners express much appreciation for educators’ unconditional acceptance of their 

imperfections, even not being a ‘good’ learner, or performing according to expectations; 

however, in spite of this, provide ‘second chances’ in warmth and kindness. As a result, 

leaners ‘feel safe’ and still seek educators’ attention. Respect is thus all-encompassing, 

incorporating all aspects of the learner as being uniting and integrating. The participants 

expressed this desire for a sense of belonging, favouring the educator: 

who [educator] respect who you [learner] are and love who you are [sic] (P7-L61, 
interview). 

Children and learners tend to be attention seeking.  Eccles (1999) claims that teaching, that is 

focused primarily on academics and following rules is not in keeping with the primary 

development need of the adolescent. Kroger (2007) arrived at the same conclusion, noting 

that academic success came secondary to the need to discover their identity within a variety 

of social settings. Wenger (1998), well-known for his ‘communities of practice’, is of the 

opinion that ‘sense of belonging’ in relationship supports the need for discussion and sharing 

of experience. The implications of forgetting the adolescents’ need for a ‘sense of belonging’ 

can hinder intellectual development (Cantor, 2013; Eccles, 1999). 
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O’Keefee meanwhile writes of university students (2013: 612) that the continual lack of 

nurture of students leads to a high drop-out rate, and that students need a “welcoming 

environment, where care, warmth and acceptance are promoted” in order to pursue their 

studies. Participant needs were apparent, as noted by the student cited below.  

Ja, [sic] mostly children don’t behave just to get the learner’s or the teacher’s attention 
4-3 they [learners] keep asking her [educator]… the ones [learners] that disrespect her 
[educator] (P4-L34, interview). 

3.4.2 Theme 2: Educator as parent figure  
Respect for the learner, early adolescents, implies the need to see the educator as a “parental 

replacement figure”, as the educator becomes the parent. Some learners noted:  

We must see the teachers as our parents because we often see them every day (P10-L4, 
interview).  

She always helps you like a real parent (P7-L69, interview). 

The educator often becomes the most respected person in the life of the adolescent learner, 

and this is important because decision-making is marked by irregular choice between 

constructive versus destructive actions (destructive peer pressure). Since the mature adult 

predominantly chooses constructive action paths (Luna et al., 2010), of which the early 

adolescent is mainly not yet capable, the adolescent needs a figure/role-model to look up to. 

Since learners crave respect, they transfer the need for respect to the educator who becomes a 

figure of respect. 

He [father] also has a loving heart which will go out to you (P7-L57, interview) and the 
learner is able to see this loving heart in the educator.   

She [educator] always helps you like a real parent (P7-L 69, interview). 

The learner consciously and unconsciously expects the educator to initiate respect. The 

learners noted: 

She [educator] treats us like mothers… she is our parent [sic] (P10- L30, interview).  
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Basically they [educators] love us [learners] [sic] (P5- L18, interview).  

And then learners will mostly follow when they [educator] correct you… just kindly 
[sic] (P5- L19-20, interview).  

We will respect because of what they [educator] do for us [sic] (P4- L1, interview). 

Often children are battling due to hardships experienced at home, whether living with a single 

parent or their grandparents, being orphaned, or suffering due to poverty or abuse, or having 

special needs. The educator provides for and fills deeper needs such as the desire of the 

learner to both give and earn respect.  

He [learner] couldn’t change what he was (P7- L 72, interview) but she [educator] is 
always there, she makes you feel comfortable and like show you that even though you 
don’t have parents and stuff I am there for you [sic] (P7- L 96, interview).  

So if there is a father I will be your mother and if there is no father I will be your father 
in some ways [sic] (P7- L 97, interview).  

The teacher treats you like family; it makes me very happy some children who are not 
happy, like they have problems at home. So when they come to school they cheer up. 
You sad, she comes and asks you what is the problem then she tells you that it’s going 
to be okay [sic] (P3- L 16-19, interview).  

More and more, schools are considered to be important contexts for promoting the 

psychological well-being of learners, and the experience of positive educator-learner relations 

characterised by the showing of respect is one of the most powerful ways to build complete 

mental health (Cotterell 1992; Farmer and Farmer, 1999; Langhout, 2004). Respect is thus 

reciprocal.  

3.4.3 Theme 3: Relationship is reciprocal  

 

Learners are aware that respect earns and breeds respect, expressed by Participant 4:  

The teacher… well usually nice teachers allow them to do nice things if they respect 
them. (L 49, interview).  

Learners need respect, and on the other hand, show awareness of teacher emotions and realize 

that if they show a willingness to learn, the teacher will give as much as possible.   Albaiz 
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and Ernest (2015) support the need for mutual respect between educator and learner by 

stressing the need for ‘intrinsic’ motivation, where learners’ free choice is encouraged 

through relationship and interaction. A learner noted:  

Like Mr (educator’s name), if you work really hard and you concentrate in class at the 
end of the day [sic] before the period is over, he will allow us to pack away and talk to 
each other. We are rewarded for what we’re doing (P4- L 50-51, interview).  

Pursuing goals requires learners to take action, where it is important to understand the 

concept of behavioral synchrony as postulated by McNeill (1995). Synchrony of movement 

can best be understood by examining the ability of the infant to capture the art of her carers’ 

speech. Weinberg and Tronick (1996) describe the interaction between infant and carer as a 

‘dance’ whereby the infant manages to capture the gestures and speech patterns of the carer 

by moving in synchrony with carer. So too, behavioral synchrony has been shown by 

Valdesolo and DeSteno (2011) to bring about understanding, teamwork, and encouragement 

(Jones and Wirtz, 2007; Wiltermuth and Heath, 2009) between educator and learner. One 

learner noted:  

She also plays the game with you. It makes the learner feel fine [good], ma’am. The 
teacher is not just lazy [sic] she is active (P6- L 90-91, interview).   

Another said: 

When the learners are achieving the teacher sees that as her achievement too and that 
makes her feel confident and smiling [sic]; and she is happy because the child can see 
that she has done something, she has explained and we have understood (P8- L 40, 
interview).  

It is important to look at how behavioural synchrony happens. According to Jourard (1959) 

behavioural synchrony begins with the sharing of stories, thoughts and feelings. Learners 

noted: 

She [educator] would sit down and read a story about her life… it made me feel that the 
teachers here are very caring (P6- L8 and L13, interview).  
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The teacher may come and help and then ask if there are problems that you have with 
the family, or like maybe someone died [sic], then like [sic] they come together and tell 
it will be fine (P2- L15, interview).  

What they [educators] say it does matter to us um… we are grateful when they show 
respect to us [learners] as we show respect to them (P8- L44, interview). 

This process is enhanced by asking and answering questions (Aron, Melinat, Aron, Vallone 

and Bator, 1997). A learner commented:  

they [other learners] might just laugh at you, ’cause [sic] they understand and you don’t 
then she will say come here and explain to you alone and she will not give up until I 
understand (P8- L22-23, interview).   

Being open to others’ thoughts and values (Aron, Aron and Norman, 2001) to the point of 

educator apologizing to learner: 

 but she (educator) said she is sorry (P9- L76, interview).  

Behavioural synchrony is always accompanied by a move towards action (Vacharkulksemsuk 

and Fredrickson, 2012). As a learner noted: 

 We went to the class and she [educator] hugged me [learner] (P9- L76, interview). 

The educator hugged the learner taking action to apologize to learner. Learners disclose 

urgent desire for respect shown by caring actions of the educators. 

3.4.4 Theme 4: Respectful communication and action  

 

Learners disclose urgent desire for respect and transfer their need for someone to respect and 

guide them. A learner noted: 

It’s when I am listening in the class. I am quiet in the class… the children get naughty 
and they make her [educator] just give up… they [learners] disturb us in class… like 
they [learners] don’t think for other people, that they need education, they take our 
attention and we don’t accept it! [sic] (P1- L6-L10, interview).  
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Educators guiding learners need to be able to adapt to present-day learners’ needs (Samuel 

and Stevens, 2000; Sayed, 2002). Present-day learners in South Africa tend to underachieve 

(Bush et al., 2010). A participant felt as follows: 

Well if you are too slow, she [educator] will tell you to ‘spice up things’ [sic] or 
prepare another one. It makes me feel good that we can have a second chance at 
everything, you second chance you will do well, because you see what the teacher 
wants (P6- L111-L113, interview).  

Central to the focus of this article is that if learners do not experience respect from their 

educators, and if they themselves do not show respect to their educators within the school 

community as a central procedure to relational well-being, their well-being as well as 

productive learning environments may be seriously challenged. 

3.4.5 Theme 5: Organised, structured classroom conditions with a positive climate 
Respect for the learner implies that the teacher provides an overall structure, proper planning 

and preparation (formal and informal activities) for teaching and learning, working, 

socializing relaxing and homework. A learner noted: 

It’s not wrong to talk in class but mostly you should talk when the teacher gives you 
permission. And you should always listen to her rules (P6- L28, interview).  

Because every time when you [learners] be quiet they [educators] feel happy (P10- 
L26, interview).  

The reason I am saying she [educator] is caring because she makes sure that everybody 
feels in a good way and nobody feels in a bad way [sic] (P8- L24, interview) and… if 
teachers feel confident about themselves, then when they feel that they have achieved 
something... the teacher is happy or always smiling... she doesn’t shout at you all the 
time [sic] because teachers shout every time because they have stress [sic] and some of 
them just don’t understand what is happening (P8- L37-L38, interview).  

Much value is placed on having fun and not making jokes in a negative way. Playfulness, to 

be able to talk and have fun with friends and or the teacher was prominent, 

Some teachers like to make jokes so that we can laugh in the class (P2- L3, interview).  

She [educator] gives us some activities for fun, life skills… We [learners] feel happy 
because she is also happy… then she plays with us… (P10- L67-69, interview). 
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The teacher who reveals to the learner a passion and devotion for his/her career is also the 

teacher who finds it easier to be accepting of learners, thus unconditional acceptance, within 

boundaries. Therefore, the teacher will also make sure the classroom is structured with a 

positive atmosphere. 

It’s like when you fail a test, a teacher will always write there… ‘you can do it, you can 
do it’. She always motivates you; instead of bringing you down, she motivates you (P7- 
L8, interview). 

When this action is driven by positive emotion and even without cognitive understanding, but 

rather with a need to enquire about the unfamiliar, learning takes place within the sense of 

community, and ability and know-how develop (Fredrickson, 2006). Well-being in schools is 

characterised by learners that experience positive emotions. A learner noted: 

I [learner] would say teacher is a loving person, she is kind, she is always motivating 
children (P7- L15, interview).  

These learners experiencing well-being are able to perform well and achieve their goals even 

in adverse conditions for example poverty (Fredrickson and Losada, 2005). Another learner 

noted: 

if a teacher wants you to reach your goal, she will write there… ‘do this’, like ‘you are 
good at this’, ‘practice this more…’ from my seeing [sic], this teacher like [sic] builds 
up self-esteem, she loves children, she is very good at her job which is teaching and she 
builds up like a office of doing this and that [sic] (P7- L16-L18, interview).  

Well-being is also enhanced in learners when they pursue their goals through negotiation 

with their educator, and the educator allows learners freedom to perform creatively 

(Fredrickson and Losada, 2005). 

It is also necessary to consider the context of the school environment as it is vital that 

learners’ values are considered in a “culturally responsive classroom” (Johnson, 2013: 83) by 

acknowledging the cultural history of the learners, in order to understand their values and 

beliefs. Educators’ understanding of learners’ culture will empower learners, but it is difficult 
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to present an impartial stance in relationships with people from other cultural groups, because 

preconceptions have already been laid down. The learner describes an instance where she is 

torn between respect for educator and respect for family values. 

Yes, I am really scared of the teachers ’cause [sic] I have seen them shout at the 
children, so I do my homework… Let’s say for example usually on my grandmother’s 
birthday we go to her house after school, then I do my homework… Your family feels 
like [sic] because you have the birthday you are doing your homework instead of being 
a part of the family stuff [sic] … then my mother calls me and I show respect, then I 
leave my school work… (P8- L45, interview).  

 

Kumar, Karabenick and Burgoon postulate the importance of the limitation of “teachers who 

attribute the quality of academic performance to students’ backgrounds” (Kumar, 2015: 535). 

The learners felt that class streaming contributed to the student to have a ‘certain background’ 

by being told that they are in the ‘slow class’. O’Grady (2014) states a persons’ self-

determination must be valued by allowing the person to make a freewill choice, in other 

words, allowing a person to be autonomous and self-directed. Children and adolescents, 

according to Schenk and Williamson (2005), were found to give information that was clear-

cut and reliable, and by being heard, they experienced empowerment through this opportunity 

in expressing views and decisions about their lives.  

3.5 Limitations of the study 
The qualitative study was done on a small scale with a limited number of participants, 

therefore findings cannot be generalized or considered representative of all learners, although 

rich data was generated.  

3.6 Recommendation for practice  
The recommendation made here is to provide an integrative environment in which learners 

feel valued and cared for. For a respectful positive educator-learner relationship eliciting 

relational well-being and flourishing for both educator and learner, educators need to provide 
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guidance from an adult perspective and lead learners responsibly; recognize unique qualities 

providing each learner with an opportunity to express originality and choice and be rewarded 

according to individual ability.  

Learners appreciate performing meaningful activities in a safe environment being modelled 

good learning styles and ways of exploring knowledge, with constructive feedback. 

Educators need to listen to and share stories with learners, making time for fun activities in 

line with sense of humour and culture. 

How respect is perceived and dealt with in schools still needs to be explored widely. 

Furthermore, considering the harsh realities that so many learners encounter, disrespectful 

behaviour cannot be expected to disappear. 

3.7 Conclusion 
The question that directed the research process was linked to the issue raised, namely that a 

lack of respect, the freedom to pursue own goals whilst having a mutual sense of duty over 

others, exists in many South African school communities, where educators are faced, 

amongst others with power struggles. Although respect in the educator-learner relationship, 

has been addressed in the past, studies mainly focused on the educators’ perspective. What is 

known is that respect plays an important role in the educator-learner relationship, and on 

relational well-being in primary schools. However, the lessson we present is that educators 

are required to focus on learners’ perceptions in particular, since early adolescents’ reasoning 

abilties are maturing. Of significance is that the learners crave respect, where educators 

should be aware that they are percieved as the parent replacement figure, the most respected 

‘other’ in primary school. Inundated and intermingled with the way in which learners view 

respect, were needs: the strongest needs are to belong, to fit in, to be accepted 

unconditionally, to be heard, with needs fulfilled and to be helped to set realistic academic 
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goals. Learners need to be part of a reciprocal relationship in a behavioural and thinking 

synchrony, typified by respect in action, in order to support discovery of positive emotions, 

hope and vision for a positive learning environment, thus also reducing the power struggle. 

Hitherto, concepts such as relational well-being and academic excellence have been treated in 

isolation, but this paper links the concepts. Educators’ devotion for their career is a strong 

motivator for learners’ seeking inspiration for a bright future for themselves. Early 

adolescents are in favour of structure that supports setting and achieving goals. Respect 

between the educator and early-adolescent learner positively facilitates a school climate 

favouring acceptance and responsibility. Thus academic excellence is grounded in respect. 

These findings could be used to improve academic outcomes for learners in South Africa. 
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4 SECTION C: 
REFLECTIONS 

 

4.1 Integrated summary of the study, conclusions and recommendations 
This section presents a summary, overview and evaluation of the research project as 

described in Section A and B. In this section, the focus is on how the research problem was 

addressed and how the aim was reached. Findings and conclusions are discussed, leading to 

recommendations for future research opportunities. Attention is given to the limitations of the 

study.  

4.2 Overview of the research topic and problem statement 
 

The reflection on the research focuses on the experiences of the researcher and makes an 

evaluation of the research carried out. The problem outlined was taken from situations of lack 

of respect in behaviour, relationship and discipline in South African school classrooms. 

Although literature was available on the educators’ view of respect in the educator-learner 

relationship, none was found on the learners’ perception of respect in the educator-learner 

relationship within the South African context specifically. The importance of learners’ 

perception of respect in the educator-learner relationship was seen as necessary for the focus 

of the study. 

4.3 Research evaluation  
This study followed a qualitative paradigm, with the aim to explore and elucidate early 

adolescent learners’ perceptions of respect in their relationship with their educators. An 

exploratory case study design was used to obtain the learners’ viewpoints. This research 

design was effective, because it gave voice to the early adolescent learners’ experiences about 

respect by asking what early adolescents’ perceptions are of respect in the educator-learner 

relationship. The lens of the Complexity Theory was applied to this question.  



119 
 

Purposive sampling was used within a bounded system by selecting a school knowingly 

presenting with the required Grade Six and Seven learners, and with a developed and 

developing infrastructure, by means of which to create a context with real life circumstances. 

The learners were briefed about the study, and were selected according to the criteria by the 

researcher. The researcher did not experience any difficulty recruiting willing participants. A 

mediator was appointed to assist with collection of consent and assent forms and with setting 

up a time table for the one-on-one semi-structured interviews. The sample consisted of ten 

Grade Six and Seven learners. The participants consisted of three Grade Seven black girls, 

two Grade Seven black boys, three Grade Six black boys and two Grade Six black girls. 

Although they were from different cultural groups, the participants all spoke English fluently. 

Ethical guidelines were followed throughout the research process, for example, all personal 

details of the participants were kept confidential and participants were given the right to 

withdraw at any time. 

Individual collages were used to assist the participants to focus on the topic, and were 

followed with one-on-one semi-structured interviews. The one-on-one semi-structured 

interview effectively allowed the participants to safely voice their opinions on how they 

perceived respect in their relationship with the educator. Interviews were carried out in a 

private room. No information was shared with any educators from the school. Member 

checking enabled the researcher to reflect the participants’ views back to them so as to clarify 

their opinions. The one-on-one interviews were audio-recorded, and then transcribed. The 

transcribed data was then analysed according to thematic analysis.  

4.4 Summary of findings 
The importance of respect in the learner-educator relationship was revealed as a distinctive 

composition for the early adolescent learners. Respectful interacting is understood as the 

alignment of various aspects. Learners expressed their need for a sense of belonging and that 
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they valued receiving care and having their needs met by their educator. The learners likened 

their need for respect in the educator-learner relationship to that of the ‘parent relationship’, 

that is, someone who is always there for them and believes in them. Furthermore, the learners 

valued being listened to and being able to trust their educator enough to ask questions and 

receive extra help. The learners favoured educators who would participate in activities with 

them, and make fun activities and allow humour that was not demeaning in the class. The 

learners saw the need to respect others and their educators by following a structure to create a 

safe and orderly environment.   

4.5 Reflection on the research 
4.5.1 Discussion 
The findings were in line with the literature on well-being in schools. A bottom-up approach, 

i.e. giving voice to the way in which the learners’ view respect between the educator and 

learner is a valuable contribution. This information is needed in South Africa to assist with 

many challenges within the learning environment. Early adolescents in the Johannesburg 

government primary school in South Africa perceived respect as follows: 

1) The most important finding was a need to belong. This finding is in keeping with the need 

for school connectedness and the creation of a caring and supportive environment to attain 

academic success and the socioeconomic progress of the nation as expressed by Wagner, 

Conrad, Gajic, Kácha, Martinovic, Skvortsova, Van Doeselaar and Voiteko (2014). In this 

way, respect is portrayed as an essential way of relational interaction (Prilleltensky, 2012) 

between educator and learner. It was shown that disrespect is still a widespread problem in 

South African schools (Barnes, 2010; Kitching, Roos and Ferreira, 2011; Myburgh, 

Poggenpoel and Nhlapo, 2015) with educators, on the one hand, facing difficult/problematic 

learner behaviour, and on the other hand, experiencing unsafe learning environments leading 

to inadequate academic achievement (Myburgh et al., 2015). The healthy practicing of 
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respect is regarded as essential in the educator-learner relationship to establish a productive 

learning environment (Davies, Jindal-Snape, Collier, Digby, Hay and Howe, 2013). Respect 

is most wanted and desired by adolescent learners who express a need to fit in and be 

accepted by educators. 

 (2) The learners expressed the need for the educator to fulfil a parental role in the learning 

environment. According to literature, the mature adult predominantly chooses constructive 

action paths (Luna, Padmanabhan and O’Hearn, 2010), of which the early adolescent is 

mainly not yet capable, therefore the adolescent needs a figure/role-model to emanate. The 

learner requires stability of the adult educator to assist with decision making, especially if 

there are hardships experienced at home, such as single parent homes or being a double 

orphan or living with poverty and abuse. This theme is in keeping with current literature on 

South African schools, where Ebersöhn (2015) has argued that school should be enabling 

space, and where The South African White Paper (2012) recognises that the primary school 

community is often the only support system for the learner. 

(3) Relationship is reciprocal and learners are aware that respect is mutual. The learners 

understand that their actions as well as those of the educators have consequences. The 

learners see the need to show respect to the educator, for example, by doing their homework 

to show the educator their desire toward school success. The learners understand that the 

educators’ reciprocal showing of respect comes in the form of patience, by working at the 

learners’ pace and understanding and accomodating their level of ability. The learners 

favoured ‘trust’ between educator and learner, enabling the learner to ask questions 

concerning a better understanding of schoolwork. McNeill (1995) expressed this theme as 

behavioural synchrony. Synchrony of movement occurs by pursuing of mutual goals. 

Learners ‘capture’ the gestures and action of the educator by moving in synchrony with 

him/her. Researchers indicate the value of behavioral synchrony (Valdesolo and DeSteno, 
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2011; Wiltermuth and Heath, 2009), as teamwork between educator and learner, whilst Jones 

and Wirtz (2007) stress the need for encouragement in the educator-learner relationship. 

(4) Respectful communication and action, whilst the learners realised their need to listen 

respectfully to their educators in order to study successfully, the learners also expressed 

favour toward the educators, who were willing to participate with them. Doing activities 

together was seen by the learners as motivating toward better participation and concentration. 

Since the human sensory system has more pathways leading from the brain ‘fishing’ for new 

information than pathways to receive information (Cohen and Stewart, 1995: 348), discovery 

encounters are enhanced by relational connection. These verbal interactions between educator 

and learner facilitate negotiation and the letting go of strict boundaries, and are brought about 

by cooperation between educator and learner in a child-centred fashion. With more freedom 

and the opportunity to be heard (Morrison, 2008), learner individuality develops when 

opinions are expressed, creating negotiation of negative and positive feedback between 

educator and learner.  

(5) The last theme collated from the learners’ perceptions is significant. A study done by 

Kitching et al. (2011) revealed that classrooms are often populated with up to 70 learners, and 

Barnes (2010) indicates that 70% of South African learners do not view their school 

communities as safe environments. The learners see the need for an organised and structured 

classroom. This means they saw the value in the educator action when learners were 

disrespectful. The learners also expressed an undisputed need for a classroom positive 

climate. Fredrickson and Losadas’ (2005) claim was validated, since the building capacity of 

positive emotions for learners’ well-being was expressed. The experience of respect and 

positive emotions, such as kindness and curiosity, enabled them to perform well and achieve 

their goals, even in adverse circumstances, for example dealing with conditions of poverty. 
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4.6 Limitations of the study 
This study is particular to the context of the participants’ school. The study allowed the 

learners time to make a decision to become a participant and they were able to discuss the 

study with their parents first. The participants also were reminded that they could withdraw at 

any time. All participants were able to understand in English and make themselves 

understood in English. 

This qualitative study was done on a small scale with a limited number of participants, 

therefore findings cannot be generalised or considered representative of all learners although 

rich data was generated. The way in which respect is perceived and dealt with still needs to 

be explored widely. Furthermore, considering the harsh external realities which so many 

learners encounter, disrespectful behaviour cannot be expected to disappear, or to be 

unlearned instantly. However, since respect is an integral aspect of healthy relational 

interactions, information about the enabling dynamics of respect for early adolescents in the 

South African learning environment should open new opportunities toward successful 

learning and living.  

The researcher was not of the same cultural group as the participants, which meant that there 

could have been cultural misinterpretations of interview responses even though we both 

speak English, where beginning with collages really focused the participants, and they used 

the pictures to explain their perceptions of respect. 

The researcher was an adult, interviewing a ‘child’, the learners could have felt some 

intimidation by the situation. To reduce this, the learners were given the option of bringing a 

parent along to the interview. None of the participants chose to do so. Then again, the 

researcher is an occupational therapist, who is used to relating in a manner of acceptance, to 

set the ‘child’ at ease so that they can perform maximally.  
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4.7 Recommendations: 
4.7.1 Recommendations for educators 
Early adolescence is a challenging age group for educators. Early adolescent learners’ test 

and personalise options as well as choices, and the consequences thereof, until arriving at a 

set of ethics suitable to their needs and beliefs (Kohlberg and Wasserman, 1980).  

Adolescence is also a rewarding age, because there is a wealth of ideas and knowledge 

forthcoming from the early adolescent. The educator needs to provide freedom to pursue 

individuality and at the same time provide stability to protect the early adolescent from 

irrational goals or unkind actions. It is recommended that educators include time for 

relationship between the learners in the form of teamwork and discussion. The educators’ 

sharing of past life experiences and stories are valuable experiences for the learners to follow.  

The educators’ sensitivity to learners’ emotional hardships and failures is of paramount 

importance. Inclusion of fun and light-hearted humour, without being demeaning, is 

recommended. 

4.7.2 Recommendations for schools 
School environments need to become better adapted to the learners’ needs. It is suggested 

that educators show acceptance of all learners by meeting them where they are, in order to 

lead the learner to a more productive level. An emphasis on sufficient freedom to allow for 

learners’ creativity and originality to surface, is suggested. Activities should involve action, 

fun and communication. The learning environment needs to protect learners from other 

learners who may be in a destructive cycle, and at the same time provide care and guidance 

for the learner in the destructive patterns. A smaller adult to child ratio is recommended, as 

well as learner assistants. Adults who are able to spare a few hours or who are not gainfully 

employed and seek productivity could be recruited under the watchful eye of educators to 

interact with learners on a level of sport, reading groups, discussion groups and teaching of 

skills.  
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4.7.3 Recommendations for future research 
Future research is recommended with a larger number of learners and in different school 

models (other than government), and in the various South African provinces. 

4.7.4 Personal reflection 
The researcher really enjoyed the interviews. The researcher is an occupational therapist 

working with children and adolescents so the perceptions of the learners had an impact on the 

researchers’ handling of clients. It was the researcher’s experience that she empowered the 

learners in allowing them to share their understanding of respect, allowing them to voice their 

views. The researcher placed value on the learners’ perceptions and was impressed by their 

insight. The interviews were a rewarding experience, although time-consuming, amidst the 

researcher’s normal work load. The researcher was tired after the three-and-a-half weeks of 

interviews.  

The researcher struggled to get back to the school in a short time frame, to meet with the 

participants to share the thematic analysis. Seven months had lapsed between the interviews 

and the feedback of analysis to the learners and the researcher believes this is why only four 

learners came to hear the analysis. The learners that came for the analysis were satisfied with 

the results. 

4.8 Final comments 
The aims of this study were achieved. Early adolescent learners were given voice regarding 

their perceptions of respect in the educator-learner relationship. Valued themes emerged 

indicating that learners value mutual respect in the educator-learner relationship. For early 

adolescent learners, respect encompasses the need to feel that they belong and they desire 

communication, shared activities and a safe environment. The information from the study can 

be used to develop healthy educator-learner relationships. Ultimately, the words of an 



126 
 

adolescent learner can be used to conclude this research: “the educator respects who you 

(learner) are and love you for who you are.” 
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5.3   Addendum 3: Legal guardian consent for participation of a minor in 
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5.4 Addendum 4: Participant information leaflet and consent form 
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5.5 Addendum 5: Interview schedule 

Interview Schedule 
Section D 

 
Date Participant 
28 January 2015 Meet all the learners and brief 

them on the pending study 
11 February 2015 Participant one 
13 February 2015 Participant two 
16 February 2015 Participant three 
18 February 2015 Participant four 
20 February 2015 Participant five 
23 February 2015 Participant six 
25 February 2015 Participant seven 
27 February 2015 Participant eight 
02 March 2015 Participant nine 
09 March 2015 Participant ten 
14 October 2015 Shared the thematic analysis 

with the participants one-on-
one 
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5.6 Addendum 6: Collages 
Participant 1
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Participant 2
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Participant 3 
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Participant 4 
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Participant 5 
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Participant 6
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Participant 7
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Participant 8
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Participant 9
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Participant 10 
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5.7 Addendum 7: Transcriptions for one-on-one semi-structured 
interviews 

INTERVIEW: (11-02-2015) 

A grade 7 black girl in Meyerton Primary  

 

Collage Good morning, thank you for 
coming to chat with me. How 
are you doing today? 

I am doing fine.  

 We are going to discuss the 
relationship that you have with 
your teacher, you can think 
about one teacher or all of 
your teachers. In order to 
focus on that, we are going to 
use the magazine pictures 
because when we use 
pictures, it makes us think 
about things easier. So I want 
you to go through all the 
magazines and cut out any 
pictures that remind you of 
how you talk to and how you 
communicate and relate to 
your teacher. I want you to 
think about respect in the 
relationship, how you show 
respect and how your teacher 
shows respect to you. Take as 
many pictures as you want 
and stick them all down onto 
this page and we call that a 
collage. A collage of how you 
view respect in your 
relationship with your teacher. 

  

1 Let’s look at your picture, this 
is the story that you have 
created. Would you like to tell 
me anything about what the 
pictures make you think of, 
how they make you feel? 

Yes Maam, this was like when my teacher says 
something, she is listening to me and this is how I listen 
to my teacher. I give her my attention and when we 
make jokes in the class we laugh may be for a minute. 
  

L – listens to 
T 
T and L 
make jokes 
and laugh 
together 

    
2 Ok, so that’s great, you are 

making jokes in the class! 
Yes Maam, may be we have something to share with 
the class. 

 

3 That’s awesome! And jokes 
make you laugh? 

Yes Maam.  

4 So how does it make you 
feel? 

Some jokes don’t make me feel right because some 
jokes are when you tease people, yes those are the 
ones that don’t make me feel right and may be sharing 
a joke something you read in a magazine, that’s the one 
that sometimes makes me feel good. 

Some jokes 
make L feel 
bad 
(teasing) 
Other jokes 
are 
humorous to 
L 
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5 We see a distinction here! It 
can be a joke, but you are 
seeing that there are some 
jokes that are happy jokes and 
some that don’t make you feel 
happy. You have shown me a 
picture here and this is you 
and you are attentive and you 
are listening attentively. What 
does that make you think 
about in terms of how you 
respect your teacher? Tell me 
a little more about how you 
listen to your teacher. 

In class I give my teacher attention but there are some 
children in class who sometimes disturb us if they are 
not interested. Yes they make jokes and they disturb 
the teacher, the teacher gives up. 

L – disturb T 
in class by 
telling jokes 
when T is 
teaching, T 
stops 
teaching 

6 So how could you link 
listening to respect, those who 
are disturbing and those who 
are listening? Let’s look at this 
picture. Tell me more about 
this one here. 

This one here, it’s when I am listening in the class. I am 
quiet in the class. 

L – is quietly 
listening in 
class 

7 Let’s talk about this picture of 
your teacher’s face. How does 
she look to you? You have 
chosen a picture with quite big 
eyes!  

Yes, Maam! It is when the children make her quit! The 
children get naughty and they make her just give up, 
give up on teaching. Oh so she quits teaching then. 
May be she takes a minute and then comes back and 
apologizes.  

L – is 
continually 
naughty, T 
gives up 

8 Can you tell me what happens 
then? 

We apologize, she accepts our apology and then we go 
to break. Some breaks we write her letters saying that 
we apologize. It’s our last time that we do things like 
that and she forgives us and then after that’s happened, 
after you’ve apologized and she’s accepted the 
apology. 

L – 
apologizes 
to T and T 
accepts 
apology 

9 Then can you tell me a bit 
more of what happens in the 
class then? 

Yes, Maam. We apologize and then there are some 
children in our class, they are naughty. I don’t know! 
They disturb us in class! 

L – naughty 
in class 
disturbing 
other Ls 

10 How does that make you feel? It makes me feel like they are so… like they don’t think 
for other people, that they need education, they take our 
attention and we don’t accept it! 

L – Ls which 
disrupt class 
are 
disrespectful 
to other Ls 
who want 
education 

11 Let’s talk more about actions 
in the class and how to show 
respect to your teacher. 

Like may be when we are in the class, people are 
making jokes and Maam is telling them to stop. I sit next 
to Maam and listen to her and me and my friends we go 
sit with Maam and go listen to Maam. Those other 
children in the class, they just carry on speaking. 

Ls – show 
respect by 
listening to T 
Ls – show 
disrespect 
by making 
jokes whilst 
T is teaching 

12 And when they carry on 
speaking, what happens next? 

The teacher keeps them in at break and asks them 
what’s wrong with them and they apologize sometimes 
they stop and they tell that they are bored, they just 
carry on doing it. 

T – keeps 
disruptive Ls 
in at break 
and asks 
why they are 
disruptive 

13 Can you tell me how your 
teacher asks them why they 
are doing it? Explain her 
actions and how she talks. 

She speaks with a voice that you can hear, she says 
she is, because they disrespect her, why do they do 
that, are they not interested in education? They tell the 
teacher that they are. The teacher asks why do they 

L – 
apologizes 
to T 
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disrespect her. They just say that they are tired, they 
were bored. All of those things and then the teacher 
says OK, they must start having attention in the class!  
Then they apologize, then they go to break.  

14 We have looked at how things 
go wrong and the children are 
kept in at break. Now let’s look 
at how things go when they 
are going really good.    

Yes Maam. When we like write our test and we give 
marks that she wants, she gets happy, may be she gets 
happy, we get may be five minutes to chat to friends, 
then we go back to work with the corrections and then 
we play may be a game. 

T – rewards 
Ls by giving 
Ls time to 
chat to Ls 
and making 
a game in 
class 

15 Can you tell me more about 
the game? 

The game it’s a boy and a girl. You have the duster and 
you write on the board. They give the duster to may be 
a person in the line and you with chaulk in your hand 
must write that name of the person that the teacher 
gave the duster to, you try again or you go sit down. 

 

16 How do you not know who got 
the duster?  

Because you look, you are facing the board, the people 
are at the back of you, so you can’t see who has it. You 
must just feel which line she goes. 

 

17 And when you are 
participating in this game can 
you tell me a little bit about 
how that makes you feel? 

Pheew! It makes me feel scared Maam. Cos I don’t 
know which child must I choose or which one doesn’t 
have it so I just write the name that comes in my head. 

 

18 So there are consequences if 
you choose the wrong name? 

Yes Maam! When you are choosing the wrong person 
may be your teacher says you must repeat, or go sit 
down to give other children chances. 

 

19 And is there a way of winning 
the game? 

Some win it.  

20 Have you won it? No Maam! It’s very hard.  
21 When your teacher decides 

that you are going to play this 
game, how does it make you 
feel? 

It make me feel happy but when I get in the front, it 
makes me feel totally lost because I can’t get the 
person who has it. 

 

22 So when you come to school 
in the morning, do you wish to 
play that game or not? 

Sometimes, but if we are writing tests, I am 
concentrating on if I am going to fail or pass, how am I 
going to make on the test. I am worried! 

 

23 How do you feel that your 
teacher helps you or doesn’t 
help you to pass the test? 

I feel happy because my teacher when you don’t 
understand she tells you that you must come to her. We 
go to her and she explains the things again and again, 
til we understand. She may be gives us 2 questions to 
see if we can work. 

L – likes T to 
explain work 
over and 
over again 

24 So you feel comfortable to go 
to your teacher if you don’t 
understand? 

Yes Maam.  

25 And she is going to explain it 
all over and over again? 

Yes Maam.  

26 Can you tell me a bit about 
how she explains? 

She explains is. She draws pictures to make it easy to 
make it understanding and she explains it. May be she 
draws pictures according to the things that we must 
understand. The she gives us may be questions to see 
that. 

T – 
simplifies 
work for L 

27 Is it easy to ask a question, do 
you struggle to explain why 
you can’t understand? 

Sometimes other teachers. Now it’s my first time in 
grade 7.  

 

28 Uh huh Sometimes scared to ask other teacher. I am used to 
other teachers. 

L – too 
scared ask 
T a question 

29 Yes it is the beginning of the 
year! 

May be I will try and get them.  
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30 Can you think a little back to 
grade 6. You said that you 
were relaxed with the grade 6 
teachers. 

Yes Maam, the teachers were kind to us when you were 
doing your works. Yes when you showed them that you 
wanted your education they were kind to others. But 
others didn’t take their education seriously. 

T – is kind to 
L when she 
can see that 
L is working 

31 How did you show them that 
you were keen for your 
education. 

I was doing my homeworks sometimes I was getting 
ready for my test all those stuffs yes Maam. 

L – shows T 
respect by 
doing 
homework 

32 And when you were in the 
class, when you sat in class, 
how did you act to show your 
teacher that you want to 
learn? 

When I was sitting in classes I was quiet listening but 
then when you write tests you sit according to your 
marks so I was sitting with people who are always 
making jokes. I was sometimes laughing with them. 
Then our teacher started using the demerit book and 
then our class started to be quiet. 

L – listens to 
t quietly 
L – telling 
jokes 
disrupts L 
T – issues 
punishment 
and class is 
quiet 

33 So the demerit book seems to 
be something that you favour? 

Yes Maam cos the children are quiet, so that they can 
learn. 

L – likes 
punishment 
because 
then L can 
learn in 
class 

34 So lets go back to grade 7, is 
there anything that you would 
hope for in this year to come? 

I would like our class to be, when our teacher gives us 
jokes then it is time for us to start laughing. Just laugh 
and laugh, I like it that way. 

L – likes fun 
and jokes 
with T in 
class 

35 So when the learners are 
laughing without permission it 
doesn’t make you happy? 

Yes Maam, I was in the group with them last year. My 
teacher started telling my father and then my father 
punished me and then I started telling myself that I want 
to listen to my father and mother. 

L – 
punished by 
P and now 
listens in 
class 

36 Shew that’s great! But you 
brought up the jokes again! 
You mention that sometimes 
the children make jokes when 
they are not allowed to, but 
you have also mentioned that 
the teacher makes a time 
when it is OK to have jokes. 
Tell me a little about that 
situation. How does she start 
the jokes? What sort of jokes 
does she make? 

May be a joke, may be we learned something in Maths 
and the song about that thing and we say, “yes Maam!” 
She makes jokes about songs. 

L – likes 
jokes and 
songs for 
fun with T in 
class 

37 And those songs are they 
ones that you listen to on your 
cell phone or on the radio? 

I have some of them on my cell phone.  

38 So you are familiar with those 
songs? 

Yes Maam.  

39 And are they happy 
communicating jokes or are 
the teasing jokes? 

Happy communicating jokes. The people in the class 
who make teasing jokes are the children in the classes. 

L – Ls make 
teasing 
jokes, they 
are not fun 

40 So you have teasing children 
in your classes. When you talk 
about your teachers, are they 
all the same? 

Yes Maam. It is the beginning of the year, because I 
told myself, “I want to work and not make jokes of other 
people,” so all of them are kind, because I am also kind 
to them, I show them respect as they show me respect. 

L – respect 
is mutual, L 
shows 
respect to T 
and T shows 
respect to L 

41 That’s great! Let’s think about Yes Maam. When I started grade 6, I was a quiet girl L – was 
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grade 6, as the year 
progressed did it change? 

and when you start a grade, you are scared of those 
teachers. I was quiet and then when the year went I 
became naughty and the teachers started sending my 
Dad sms’s calling my dad and that’s when I got 
punishment. I came up now to be quiet, to listen in 
class. 

quiet and 
then 
became 
naughty and 
T contacted 
Ls P 

42 Supposing there was no 
punishment, you could joke, 
tease in class and there was 
no punishment at home. How 
would you act then? If you are 
not going to be punished. 

I would act naughty.  

43 (Laughing)So it is fun to be 
naughty? 

Yes! There was a teacher who hitted us. Before she 
went to another school. All of us were always quiet. She 
was hitting the whole class for one person who made a 
mistake. So in the class we were quiet and then she 
went to the other class. 

 
T – hits L 

44 So she has gone now? Yes.  
45 If you were hit, how did you 

act? 
I would feel like I could beat the teacher back, but I 
can’t. You know how you feel and there is something 
that stops you. I had that kind of thing. 

L – angry at 
T for 
corporal 
punishment  

46 So you stopped yourself, you 
didn’t hit the teacher, then 
what did you do? 

I would go and sit down and just close my books and 
just sit down. When my teacher called me, I would 
apologize and the teacher would apologize about hitting 
us. 

L – 
apologize to 
T, T 
apologize to 
L 

47 And after the apology, how did 
you feel? 

I just took the feeling away, that thing is over now.  

48 So that was quite an extreme 
thing for grade 6 and your 
other teachers, did you have 
any other extreme things that 
happened? 

No.  

49 More like grade 7, are there 
certain classes that you really 
look forward to? 

Yes, I would like to go to the “Bright” class because last 
year I was in the “Bright” class then I didn’t know what 
happened to my marks, my marks just went low and 
then I changed the class and my mom was not happy 
about that, because she thought I would get higher 
marks than the ones I got in grade 6 term 1. And I 
couldn’t so they went low. They put me in grade 7 and I 
wanted to be in the “Bright” class. 

 

50 Anything that you can think 
back to at that time when your 
marks went low? 

No.  

51 So now you are in grade 7 
and you want to be back there 
in the “Bright” class. How are 
you going to try and get back 
into the bright class, to get 
high marks? 

Just going to learn. My mom told me that I must no 
longer go to the street and always open a book when I 
arrive at home from school cos I want to go back to my 
marks.  

P gives 
rules 
L – must 
follow rules 
to do well 

52 Uh huh that’s great, I am sure 
you are going to get there, you 
are looking determined! 
Anything else that you would 
like to share? Remember we 
are looking at well-being in the 
class and the information is 
very important because it 
helps teachers teach and it 

I don’t know Maam.  
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can affect that teaching in time 
to come. Anything that you 
would suggest in relationship 
with the teacher? You seem to 
have a lot of wisdom here 
because you are very 
determined, so it is interesting 
for me to listen to you! What 
do you think is the best way 
for a teacher to talk? 

53 Anything else that you want to 
share? 

I want to work hard and go back to the class that I was 
in. It made me so sad when I saw my report. It started 
term 2, when December came, my mom was so sad, 
she was shouting at me and I wondered what happened  
to my mom and I realized why my mom was so sad. 

P – very sad 
when L does 
not do well 

54 So let’s look at your situation 
now, you want good marks, 
can you do that all on your 
own? 

Yor Maam! No, I need help!  

55 Ok, who is going to give you 
that help? 

The teachers.  

56 Now let’s think about how they 
could give you that help. 
Because you want this good 
report, you are prepared, to 
open the book like your 
mother said at home. Now 
let’s look at the teacher, let’s 
try and let the teacher help 
you. What sought of things 
can she do and say to help 
you? What puts you in a good 
study mood? 

It’s that when I get home, I don’t feel like eating, I just 
go to my mother’s room, I like to take out books from 
our media centre, Mrs Fourie’s media centre and read 
that book. I don’t know it just got messed in the house 
and I just started going to the street after school and 
then my mom told me, I must take my books and then 
our NS teacher told us at least 30 minutes to revise 
what we have learned in the day. 

L – follows 
Ps rules 

57 So your NS teacher told you 
to revise. What do you think 
about what she told you? 

I think that’s a good way.  

58 Uh huh When you are writing tests and I take my time and open 
books. 

 

59 So that teacher has given you 
some help? 

  

60 Can you think about other 
instances where you have 
received help? 

We are going to have extra classes next week in Maths. 
The work this year is very different from the work we did 
in grade 6. I used to get academics, but this one, I can 
see is very different, I will get 1’s. 

L – likes 
extra 
classes with 
T 

61 So the Maths is very difficult, 
let’s look at how the teacher 
can help. 

We asked for extra classes.  

62 So you have asked for extra 
classes. 

Yes we chatted about it with our class mates and others 
say that they will ask their parents cos some don’t have 
transport. So Lerato put her hand up and asked if we 
could have Maths may be after school. 

Ls – agree 
with other Ls 
about need 
for extra 
classes 

63 Now tell me, how did your 
teacher react when you asked 
for extra lessons? 

He accepted, he had a feeling that’s OK, they need 
help. 

T – agrees 
with L about 
need for 
extra 
classes 

64 And how did the teacher talk? He said OK, It is OK, it is a good thing because we are 
a class, all of us don’t understand Maths.  

 

65 So you are coming up with Yes, Maam.  
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solutions then, so you are 
looking forward to a good 
productive year? 

66 Lots of hard work. Because my mother told me if I get high marks, I will go 
to boarding school. (we have the Oprah Winfrey school, 
and many children want to go there) 

 

67 Is that a happy thing for you? Yes  
68 So you are going to work very 

hard this year and how do you 
feel about that? 

It makes me feel very happy that I want to get back to 
my marks. 

L – is 
motivated 

69 So you are off to a good start 
in 2015. We are going to end 
off. Anything you want to 
share or ask? So you know 
what I am going to do with the 
information? 

Yes  

70 I am not going to use your 
name. Everything that is on 
the audio, I am going to write 
down and when teachers are 
learning to become teachers, 
we can use your opinions. So 
it is going to be safely packed 
away and I will come back 
later in this year and share 
any important information with 
you. Are you OK, do you have 
any questions? 

No  

71 I want to wish you a very good 
year this year, because you 
have such a good attitude to 
school and I am sure you are 
going to do well. Thank you 
for coming. 
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SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW: (09-03-2015)  

A grade 6 black boy in Meyerton Primary  

 

Collage Good morning, thank you for 
coming to chat with me. How 
are you doing today? (He has 
a very far away look, his eyes 
brighten when I ask him about 
soccer) Were you playing 
soccer with your friends? 

Yes Maam  

 We are going to discuss the 
relationship that you have with 
your teacher, you can think 
about one teacher or all of 
your teachers. In order to 
focus on that, we are going to 
use the magazine pictures 
because when we use 
pictures, it makes us think 
about things easier. So I want 
you to go through all the 
magazines and cut out any 
pictures that remind you of 
how you talk to and how you 
communicate and relate to 
your teacher. I want you to 
think about respect in the 
relationship, how you show 
respect and how your teacher 
shows respect to you. Take as 
many pictures as you want 
and stick them all down onto 
this page and we call that a 
collage. A collage of how you 
view respect in your 
relationship with your teacher. 

Should I cut the pictures and stick them on the page?  

1 Would you like to tell me 
about your pictures? 

Yes Maam, here Maam is me and the teacher (points to 
the picture) 

 

    
2 OK that’s you and your 

teacher. Tell me what are you 
and your teacher doing? 

She’s teaching me things that I never knew about. T is teaching 
L things that 
he never 
knew about 

3 Can you give me an example 
of something that she teaches 
that you don’t know about. 

Sometimes Miss_____ teaches us Natural Science and 
Technology something that we never knew that it exists. 

 

4 Oh that is Natural Science and 
Technology and give me an 
example of how does she 
teach, what does she say? 

She, sometimes the learners always bother Mrs_____ 
but as learners we must see the teachers as our 
parents because we often see them everyday. 

Sometimes 
Ls bother 
the T. 
L must 
regard T as 
a P for there 
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daily input in 
L’s life 

5 So give an example of how a 
learner bothers the teacher. 

When the teacher talks, when the teacher turns around 
and looks at the board and writes on the board, they 
just make jokes and talk. 

L makes 
jokes and 
talks whilst 
T is teaching 

6 OK so they make jokes or 
they talk. Give me an example 
of a joke that a child makes. 

They just make fun of other children teasing them. L teases L 

7 How do they tease them? They tease each other.  
8 What do they say? Maam they tease each other in foreign language.  
9 Can you explain it in English? Yes, sometimes they say you have a big bum and in our 

language when they, you see they put it in a very funny 
way. 

 

10 And what do the learners do? They laugh. Ls laughing 
in class 
whilst T is 
teaching 

11 And what do your teachers 
do? 

She gets angry, sometimes the teachers get angry and 
that’s not what we like. She just goes and sits down and 
shouts, she shouts, she just sits down. 

T gets angry 
and shouts 
at L 

12 Then what do the learners do? Then all of a sudden they just be quiet and then lay on 
their arms (looking very serious) 

When T 
shouts L 
stops 
making a 
noise 

13 Now you were also telling me 
they make jokes and they talk 
and you were telling me about 
the teacher. In this picture the 
teacher is doing something, 
what is she doing? 

She is teaching me some things that I never knew. T is teaching 
me some 
things L 
never knew 

14 And what are you doing in this 
picture? 

Maam I am doing the exact same thing that she is 
teaching me. 

 

15 You said that you must treat 
your teacher as your parent, 
can you give me an example 
of how you do that? 

When the teacher turns around looks at the board, 
when other children make jokes and tease each other 
you must not fall for the joke and laugh at them, you 
should tell them, no you should stop! 

L must not 
laugh with 
Ls that are 
joking whilst 
T is teaching 

16 So that’s what you do and 
how does your teacher react 
when you do that? 

She often doesn’t see that because she turns around, 
the other children laugh. 

L laughing 
behind T’s 
back 

17 So she doesn’t see it when 
you are doing that, how does 
that make you feel? 

Sometimes it makes me feel sad because when we 
stop them, they tease you that’s what happens. 

L teases L 
for telling L 
to stop 
joking 
around 

18 So you feel sad when they are 
teasing you? 

Yes Maam and they always tease me with my surname, 
just because my surname is_____ they always say Qua 
Qua  

L teases L  

19 And that makes you sad And sometimes it makes me angry because sometimes 
I just feel like punching them. 

L gets angry 
at L 

20 But you feel like punching 
them and then what do you 
do? 

I always ignore, Mrs______ said when a person tease 
you, walk away because someday it will come back to 
him. 

T suggests 
L ignore L 
teasing him 

21 So when they tease you, you 
walk away and how does that 
make you feel? 

Happy!  

22 Should we try a different This one.  
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picture, any one you choose. 
23 What’s happening in that 

picture? 
We are following the teachers to the hall, that’s how we 
should line up, we should not talk, we should walk in the 
straight line. 

L must line 
up to walk to 
hall 

24 So you are showing respect, 
you are lining up and what 
else are the learners doing in 
that picture? 

Being quiet and their clothes are neat. L must be 
quiet and 
wear a neat 
uniform 

25 So your clothes are neat and 
you are quiet. How do your 
teachers react? 

They are happy. L is happy 
when he 
follows the 
rules 

26 How do you know they are 
happy? 

Because every time when you be quiet they feel happy.  

27 And what happens when you 
are quiet and they are happy, 
what does the teacher do? 

She, sometimes when you are done with our work, 
everything is done, we sometimes play a game in the 
class. 

T rewards L 
when his 
work is 
done, with a 
game 

28 Give me an example of a 
game 

Like in Miss________ class when we come in, we 
should be quiet, lay on our arms, put our bags should 
not be in the walk way because we are playing any 
game….our….so we always when we reach the point of 
3000 Miss_________ always gives us sweets. 

T rewards L 
for being 
quiet and 
putting bags 
in the 
correct 
place 

29 How does that make you feel? Happy Maam and she also eats sweets. T also likes 
rewards 

30 So she also eats sweets, she 
also gets a reward, so she 
does it with you and how does 
that make you feel? 

Happy Maam, she treats us like mothers because every 
time we are naughty she must not shout because she 
does shout, she must hit us because she is our parent, 
Maam 

L sees T as 
a P, she 
does not 
shout at L 
when he is 
naughty and 
she does 
not hit L 

31 So you see your teacher as 
your parent at school and if 
you are naughty, she must hit 
you and how does that make 
you feel? 

Happy Maam. She is taking me from the wrong place 
and putting me to the right place. She is making my 
future brighter. 

L likes 
correction 
from T 

32 She is making my future 
brighter, what else does she 
do, does she say other things 
in class? 

Yes Maam sometime when we are done with our work 
while we are eating sweets, some other learners get 
jealous then they start going like laying on their arms. 
Then she starts making jokes and making them laugh. 

T teases the 
naughty Ls 
to make 
them want a 
reward 

33 Oh so she starts making a 
joke, some children get the 
sweets, some children don’t 

Yes Maam it’s the rule that we choose our points. The L has 
control over 
getting a 
reward, L 
can choose 
to follow T’s 
rules 

34 So tell me what joke would 
she make for the child to 
make them laugh when they 
didn’t get sweets. 

She goes like this ( he demonstrates the teacher 
mimicking the learner with a sweet, opening it, 
unwrapping the sweet, placing it in her mouth and 
enjoying eating it)When we are done eating sweets, we 
do our work. 

 

35 How do you behave when you 
are doing your work. 

We should be quiet and we work L must be 
quiet and 
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work 
36 So you are quiet and do your 

work, anything else in 
Miss_________ class 

Yes Maam, she always gives us sweets because we 
come in the class we sit down, push in our chairs, take 
out our books and she gives us one minute to do that. 
Our bags must not be in the walk, she pushes them 
back. When the bag is in the walk, let’s say for example 
our score is 2500 points. 

L knows the 
rules of 
class and 
gets 
rewarded 

37 So you get points if your bag 
is in the right place. 

And if you are quiet and lying on your arms and doing 
your work 

 

38 How do the learners react that 
don’t get sweets? 

Maam they get all jealous, they always say those are 
shilling sweets, shilling sweets, they are 10c sweets. 

 

39 And how do they react when 
they come into class the next 
day? 

They are always quiet because when we eat sweets 
then they also want to get points so that they can also 
eat sweets. 

L who never 
got rewards 
the day 
before, 
learns from 
his mistake 
and tries to 
get reward 
by being 
quiet the 
next day 

40 So the next day do they put 
their bag in the right place? 

Yes Maam.  

41 And now it is March, is the 
class quiet when you all come 
in? 

When it is like the school is almost going to close, they 
start not to come to school, sometimes they get into 
fights, there are already children with 4 disciplinary 
letters, that means they go in front of the SGB. 

L are 
misbehaving 
when it is 
nearly the 
end of term  

42 So it’s nearly holidays, two 
weeks to holidays and other 
children are already in a fight. 
Give me an example of a fight. 

Sometimes when I was in grade 4, I got into a fight, it 
was break Maam and I was playing with my friend, I 
went like (gestures )and they slammed me, there was a 
big boy called _______  

L gets 
bullied by L 

43 Uh-huh And I said he started making fun, you did it on purpose, 
then they said to me you are going to tell the teacher. 
Then I said to him leave me alone and he started 
pushing me downstairs and I pushed him back and I left 
him alone, he told his friends and told them that he is 
going to kick me and kick me and I left him downstairs 
and went upstairs, he followed me. He hit me with the 
fist. I hit him on the hand. When I hit him on the hand 
Miss_____break down the fight. ____________said he 
came to our class and that boy started the fight and I 
left him downstairs. He came upstairs, he started a fight 
again, so they gave us both disciplinary letters. 

T breaks up 
L L fight 
T gives 
discipline to 
both L, the 
one who 
started the 
fight and the 
victim 

44 So how did you feel about the 
letter? 

Sad because I never did anything. L sad 
because he 
was wrongly 
disciplined 

45 Uh-huh The boy insulted me  
46 He insulted you, what did he 

say? 
They always tease me with my surname.  

47 So they teased your surname. Saying Qua Qua  
48 And then what happened? It was downstairs, then I pushed him back, then I left 

him downstairs and I went upstairs. When I went 
upstairs he came with me and started he hit me on my 
head. Started doing things, he wanted to impress his 
friends to show that he is the big boy. 

L wants to 
impress 
other Ls by 
showing his 
strength 

49 So he wanted to show his 
friends that he was big and 

I was sad because everyone was just laughing at me 
and when I wanted to fight back I knew that I was this 

 



164 
 

how did that make you feel? close to getting a disciplinary letter. I left him alone. 
50 So you left him alone and you 

never got a letter. 
I only have one demerit. It was when we were making a 
noise 

 

51 So you have one demerit and 
the boy that pushed you got a 
letter? 

Yes Maam  

52 And then what happened? He said he must speak to his parents for a meeting. L’s parents 
called for a 
meeting 

53 And how did that make you 
feel? 

I was sad because Maam the other boy was in trouble. L sad that 
the bully is 
in trouble 

54 What happened after the 
meeting? 

Maam nothing, they talked to him, to his parents, that 
he should stop fighting in school because he got into a 
fight with _____ and me. 

T speaks to 
P about their 
son’s bad 
behaviour 

55 And then what happened They stopped fighting  
56 And how did that make you 

feel? 
I was happy because he was no more getting into 
trouble, he was good and every teacher especially 
Mrs_________ she liked him, he was a good boy now 
that he was no more fighting 

L changes 
his behavior, 
T is happy 

57 Can you pick another picture? Mmmmm  
58 See you have put 2 pictures 

together here and here and 
here again. 

No Maam here I have explained this, so these two are 
the same and this one and these children see their 
teacher as their parents. 

 

59 Anything else that you would 
like to say about learner 
reacting to a teacher as a 
parent 

Sometimes Maam other children they like in the Eastern 
Cape where my mother lived in the Eastern Cape, when 
I was visiting there, we were visiting my Grandma, me 
and my mother and my father live here, I was visiting 
my Grandma then there was a friend of mine. 

 

60 Uh-huh They were still going to school then I was at this home 
waiting for him and his little brother and sister made 
dirty. His mother said he must sweep, then he sweep to 
find it was clean, they just came in again, then they 
made it dirty and then they both 

 

61 And then what happened? He got angry and then he walked out and he ran away 
and it was me and my other two friends, we went to the 
stadium to play 

 

62 You are living with your father, 
how do you show respect? 

I listen to him, when he says something, I do it. When 
he says I should take out the car in the garage, I go 
take it out and then at night when he says to me I 
should not get in the car then I don’t. 

L listens to 
P 

63 How does that make you feel? Happy Maam and sometimes he doesn’t come with me, 
he says to me go fetch the car and then take it to the 
car wash 

 

64 And so he lets you learn to 
drive and your mother, can 
you think of how you respond 
to your mother? 

Yes Maam, when she says I must sweep and I sweep 
sometimes at Saturday when she is done with the 
washing Maam then she asks me to help her iron the 
clothes. 

 

65 So you help her, let’s think 
about the classroom are there 
any things that you do, you 
said that you must treat your 
teacher like your parent? 

Yes Maam because the reason I am saying that we 
should see the teacher as our parent is because we see 
them often every day and them half a day and our 
parents half a day, yes 

 

66 So what other things do you 
do in the class to show 
respect? 

We listen to our teacher when the teacher says be 
quiet. 

 

67 You are going to write a test, 
how will you act when you 

We should be quiet, we get in the class we take out our 
pencil cases and the ruler, we lay on our arms til the 
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come into the class? teacher gives us the papers and after the test she takes 
in the test then she gives us some work or we go 
outside and she gives us some activities for fun, life 
skills 

68 Give me an example of life 
skills 

Sometimes every Thursday we go outside and play 
baseball. We feel happy because she is also happy. 

L is happy 
when T is 
happy 

69 How do you know she is 
happy? 

She tells us where to stand in place then she plays with 
us. 

T joins in fun 
activity with 
L 

70 And how does that make you 
feel? 

Happy  

71 Anything else that you want to 
add? 

  

72 So what happens now is I use 
your ideas on respect to write 
my research and then I come 
back one day more and I meet 
with you to report to you the 
findings. I don’t give the 
teachers the findings, so all 
your information is safe. 

  

73 Are you alright about what we 
have spoken about today? 

Yes Maam  

74 Do you want to ask any 
questions? 

No Maam  

75 Thank you again for coming   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



166 
 

5.8 Addendum 8: Thematic Analyses 
Table: Adolescent perceptions of respect in the educator- learner relationship creating 

relational well-being  

 Theme Subtheme 

 Respect is when learner  

perceives and experiences the/a  

Learner needs 

1 Sense of belonging within a school, 

with the educator, with classmates 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Strong need for a relationship with 

the educator, which encompasses 

belonging 

• “Respect” is most wanted and desired 

by adolescent 

• Learners need to fit in, have a place, 

feel right and be acceptable. 

• Need  unconditional and all-

encompassing acceptance which 

provides hope and a vision 

• Learners need to establish their sense 

of self. 

 

2 Educator as a parent figure 

  

Adolescent needs parental “replacement 

“figure”; 

(Educator is most respected to fulfil the role) 

3 Relationship is reciprocal Behavioural synchrony between 

1) educator and learner 

2_learner and learner 

4 Respectful communication and action Doing activities  together- formal and 

informal 

5 Organised, structured classroom 

conditions, passion for career create a 

positive climate, well-being.  

Planning and preparation for overall formal 

and informal activities 

Well-being linked to positive emotions, 

pursuing of goals  
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