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PREFACE

Twenty years of democracy have not been able to undo racism, xenophobia, sexism 

and a range of other intolerances in South Africa. If anything, democracy has 

exposed the painful extent to which these ills remain rooted in our midst.

Apartheid used education as a primary strategy to reinforce its twin messages of 

“white is right” and “separate is better”. Its impact was therefore more than personal, 

more than structural. It also influenced our respective cultures, our deepest ways of 

collective thinking and behaving, and our relations not only with self but with others. 

We urgently need to “un-learn” these apartheid messages if we are to heal our 

society. And if education was central to apartheid, it is also absolutely central to a 

reconciled society.

This collection of case studies depicts real-life incidences where educators have 

sought to deal with discrimination and disrespect in South African classrooms in an 

effort to do exactly this—to overcome apartheid’s abiding influence on the thinking 

of a next generation. It is therefore an invaluable resource for those who believe that 

the classroom can become one of the most important spaces where South Africans 

learn to overcome intolerance and cultivate “respect for all”. 

Apart from offering practical advice for educators based on real-life experiences, 

this resource also tells the story of how civil society, government and educators 
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collaborated to generate these insights. The Institute for Justice and Reconciliation 

(IJR) is therefore grateful to the National Department of Basic Education, as well as 

the numerous dedicated and skilled educators who formed part of the project. We 

would also like to acknowledge UNESCO as the international partner in this project, 

and our funders, whose logos appear below.

Finally, I would like to acknowledge Lucretia Arendse, Project Officer, and Stan 

Henkeman, Programme Manager of the Building an Inclusive Society Programme 

at IJR, for their respective roles in bringing this project to fruition. It would also not 

have been possible without the sterling administrative assistance of Simone Brink.

Dr Fanie du Toit

Executive Director

Cape Town, November 2015
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BACKGROUND TO THIS PUBLICATION

The Institute for Justice and Reconciliation’s (IJR) relationship with the Department 

of Basic Education (DBE) started in 2004 with the development of History resources 

that depict more inclusive perspectives on South Africa’s transition into Democracy. 

The following timeline shows the History resources developed for the Department 

over a period of eight years:

UNESCO’s Teaching Respect for All

Building on this relationship, the DBE approached the IJR to be the implementing 

party of a UNESCO (United Nations Education Scientific & Cultural Organisation) 

project that addresses discrimination, violence and bullying in schools. This project 

was piloted in Brazil, Côte d’lvoire, Guatemala, Indonesia and Kenya. South Africa 

was not a pilot country but, as a country transitioning from apartheid to democracy, 

the IJR was asked to share the lived experiences of South Africans and how they are 

currently addressing issues of discrimination. 

We met with the DBE and its Provincial officials, representing the Inclusive 

Education and the Social Cohesion Directorates, to compare the Department’s 

resources with the UNESCO resource to determine what is already being taught at 

schools. It was decided to run a series of workshops across the country that would 

bring together teachers to share their experiences of respect and discrimination in 

schools.

To download UNESCO’s Teaching Respect for All Manual visit

http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0022/002279/227983e.pdf
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Teaching Respect for All South African 
Workshops

Teaching Respect for All workshops were held in every Province.

These Provincial workshops had four main aims: 

1. To determine what forms of discrimination and disrespect educators are 

experiencing at schools across the country;

2. What methods they are using to address these;

3. To share the UNESCO toolkit with them, which could assist them in 

dealing with these very sensitive issues;  

4. To develop a resource with South African case studies of how educators 

are dealing with discrimination and exclusion.

“Respect for all 

makes my work 

environment a 

peaceful, more 

productive 

environment.

The legacy would 

be an immense 

contribution 

of peace to a 

very volatile 

community.”

“Do things differently to gain different 

results. And change is possible when 

it starts with me. Always clarify before 

acting. Do what you can to bring

small change.”

“Respect is such a fundamental 

concept that, if applied well, 

can change the landscape of 

the world.”

What teachers had to say about the workshops
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Did the workshops make a difference?

Below is an example of the effect the workshop had on participants in Kimberley.

BEFORE
THE WORKSHOP 5% OF EDUCATORS FELT THEY ALWAYS HAVE THE TOOLS TO TEACH 

RESPECT IN THE CLASSROOM

AFTER
THE WORKSHOP 85% OF EDUCATORS FELT MORE CONFIDENT TO TEACH LEARNERS 

ABOUT RESPECT

The experiences the teachers at these workshops shared has culminated in this resource. 

Along with this, a policy brief for education officials and Government has been prepared 

which outlines the support teachers need and recommendations on how to implement 

respect in everyday pedagogy in schools. 

Over the next three years, follow-up training will be given to teachers and department 

officials in all Provinces on how to implement Teaching Respect for All.



LEARNING
FROM THE 
CLASSROOM
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ABOUT THESE 
CASE STUDIES

The following case studies were written by teachers who attended the IJR 

workshops across South Africa.

They were asked to answer three questions to help create the case study:

 ☐ What happened?

 ☐ What did the school/teacher do?

 ☐ How did the learners respond?

These case studies show how teachers and the management in schools responded 

to acts of discrimination, disrespect, sexism, bullying and even violence in their 

schools. The teachers have shared their experiences so that we can all learn from 

the choices they made and think more deeply about how we might or do act in 

similar situations. 

The case studies have been presented along with a commentary on the how 

the teachers/schools responded to the incidents and how the learners, in turn, 

responded to the interventions. 

The commentary aims to point out what these teachers and school managers 

did well and put their actions in context to better understand their decisions. The 

commentary also offers other ways of intervening in similar incidents and, at times, 

suggests how things could be done differently.

Each case study concludes with a reflection on what we can learn from the 

incidents and interventions. The reflections pose questions, some difficult, so that 

we may all think more deeply about how we can each create truly safe, respectful 

and happy learning environments in our schools.
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Grade 7, Limpopo1CASE STUDY

A Grade 7 class representative was given the responsibility of distributing 

sports notes to the rest of his class. He saw that the hand-outs were about 

soccer and realised there were not enough copies for everyone. So he 

decided to give the notices to the male learners only. The female learners 

were fuming. They jumped up and insulted the class representative. They 

said they knew more about soccer than him. They grabbed him, slapped him 

and pulled him down to the floor. There was chaos in the classroom.

GENDER DISCRIMINATION

What happened?
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What did the school/
teacher do?

The teacher calmed the class down. He 

listened to both sides of the story. He 

said that it was wrong that the class 

representative had presumed the girls 

would not be interested in soccer. He 

highlighted that by only giving the boys 

the notice, the class representative was 

discriminating against the girls.

He reassured the girls in the class 

that they would get copies of the 

notice as well.

The teacher went on to teach the class 

about respect, discrimination and 

gender equality. He reminded them 

about the basic human rights they have 

learnt about in Life Orientation.

What can we learn from this?

While he uses the act of discrimination as a teachable moment, he does not address the violent 

reaction of the girls. The class could still conclude that their behaviour was justified and that 

violence is an acceptable response to acts of discrimination.

Instead of just resolving the incident and 

getting the class calm again, he has used 

the incident as a teachable moment and 

related this to what the children have 

already learnt in class. 

He realised it would not have been enough 

for him to simply condemn the act of 

discrimination. He had to ensure that 

the female learners were treated fairly in 

practice.

It is good that he begins by listening to 

both sides and that he condemns the 

discrimination in front of the class. Learners 

need to hear their teachers speak out 

against discrimination.

He also explains why the actions of the 

class representative were discriminatory 

towards the female learners. This is 

important because many of the learners 

might not understand why it was 

discrimination if they also believed girls 

would not be interested in soccer.
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How did the learners 
respond?

Before the intervention the girls felt 

humiliated, undermined and discriminated 

against.

Later they were remorseful for their 

own violent actions towards the class 

representative and they were apologetic.

They shook hands with the class 

representative and all of the male learners 

in the class.

It is hoped that the class representative also apologised and that the male learners also stood 

up and shook hands with all the girls in the class.

This physical gesture of shaking hands 

helped the class to move forward from the 

fight.

It is important that they realised their 

response could and should have been 

different and were apologetic.

The teacher’s condemnation of the 

discrimination probably helped them to feel 

worthy again, listened to and equal to their 

male classmates.

What can we learn from this?
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 ☐ This incident has highlighted two issues that are widespread in South African 

society: male domination and stereotyping of gender roles; and the perception 

that violence is a legitimate way of demonstrating dissatisfaction. How might we 

help young people to think differently about both?

 ☐ How do we as teachers create on-going engagements with issues of respect 

and discrimination in our classes and not only see it as a necessary reaction to 

incidents such as these?

 ☐ Could further opportunities have been created for the girl learners in this class 

to share how they felt about the act of discrimination and for the boy learners to 

share why they felt girls would not be interested in sports? What learning could 

take place if these discussions happened in small mixed groups before having a 

whole class discussion? How could hearing each other help to understand each 

other better?

 ☐ How could the teacher have also used this incident as a moment to teach about 

how we respond when we feel we are wronged? Is insulting and resorting to 

violence ever justified? What would have been a better response from the girls 

in the class? What other responses could the class brainstorm together?

 ☐ Again, in incidents like these, how do we make the learners aware of the role 

of the bystanders? What were the other learners doing? Did any boy learners 

stand up for the girls? Did anyone intervene to stop the fight?

Reflections
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Grade 10, Gauteng2CASE STUDY

A new teacher arrived at the school. He observed that the Grade 10 learners 

in his class grouped and socialised only in their respective ethnic groups 

such as Zulus and Vendas.

Whenever something was wrong in the class they would blame the “other” 

ethnic group, and make snide remarks and derogatory comments about the 

“other” group. The class became very noisy and out of control.

DISCRIMINATION

What happened?
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What did the school/
teacher do?

The teacher observed the situation for 

about a week.

The teacher decided to mix up the class 

so that learners were not able to sit in 

their ethnic groups.

The teacher told the class a story 

about everyone needing each other. He 

took the class to the soccer field and 

had them take part in a trust building 

activity. They had to pair up and one 

was blindfolded while the other led.

What can we learn from this?

He has seen that in order to help the 

learners make meaningful connections and 

to counteract the deep prejudices they hold 

of each other, he would need to provide 

multiple opportunities for them to engage. 

He specifically uses an activity that focuses 

on trust. If the learners are able to trust each 

other, their divisions can be broken down.

This is an example of a teacher taking 

control. Too often we think that we cannot 

interfere with where learners sit unless we 

are moving them for discipline reasons. 

The teacher takes a brave step. While he 

can’t stop the learners from forming groups 

outside of the classroom, he has forced 

them for a brief time during the day to 

interact with “the other”. He is deliberately 

creating the opportunities for the possibility 

of them learning from, with and about each 

other. He is creating the conditions for 

mutual respect.

Because the teacher realised that the 

social dynamics in the class were affecting 

learning, he has taken the time to observe 

what is happening before acting. He was 

clearly not expecting that the divisions in 

the class could be resolved overnight so 

he took his time to better understand what 

was happening and plan a meaningful 

intervention.
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How did the learners 
respond?

Gradually, though, they started to tolerate 

each other. Some even learnt greetings in 

different languages. Some of the learners 

became friends and continued to be 

friends, even after Grade 12. They were 

also the first group at the school to have a 

mixed cultural group on Cultural Day.

This could provide an opportunity for the teacher to take the lead in learning the greetings 

together with the class at the beginning of the lessons.

It makes sense that they would need to be 

continually encouraged and supported to 

mix and that they would easily fall back to 

what they know and are comfortable with. 

This is human nature, no matter what one’s 

age. This is why what he began should be, 

and no doubt was, a continual process.

What can we learn from this?

While he clearly addressed the issue from a number of angles, it would be important for him 

to think about how he creates the opportunities for this kind of learning about each other and 

“the other” to continue throughout the year (and to introduce it to his other Grades in years to 

come). He might also have considered sitting each pair down together after the trust-building 

exercise, and letting them talk to one another about how they felt during the exercise and who 

they are – their likes and dislikes, and their dreams for the future. 

The learners initially only adhered to his 

forced mixing of the class when he was 

present. He would notice the learners 

scrambling to their appointed seats when 

he arrived in the class.
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 ☐ Here is an example of how issues of identity, groups, belonging and prejudice 

can get in the way of learning. Even if there isn’t visible turmoil, as was the 

case in this class, when learners don’t feel they belong, when there is division, 

when they judge each other and feel themselves judged, there is little chance 

of productive, enthusiastic and passionate learning taking place. How often is 

learning inhibited in our classes by the social interactions between the learners? 

 ☐ The teacher chose the soccer field as a venue for the trust building activity for a 

reason. It could have been because he needed a different environment so that 

learners would not easily be able to stay in their groups (or visibly be reminded 

of how they used to sit). He might have chosen the field as a neutral venue 

where no group lays claim to any part. What could his reasons have been? If 

you were doing the same exercise with your learners, where would you choose 

to hold it? What difference would the venue make on how the learners embrace 

the activity and interact with each other?

 ☐ What about the rest of the school? No doubt, if these divisions are visible in 

one class, they are likely visible in other classes and Grades. What are the other 

teachers doing? Are they doing something about it, ignoring it or not seeing 

it? There is an opportunity here for this teacher to share his insight, practice 

and reflections with his colleagues. This goes to the heart of why this kind 

of intervention needs to be school-wide and driven from or at least with the 

support of the management.

 ☐ All schools have issues similar to these. It could be language, race, gender or 

geography that separates the learners. Even the divisions between Grades can 

lead to social interactions that can impact on learning. What is your school 

doing to create more respectful, authentic and positive relations amongst 

learners?

 ☐ The school has a formal Cultural Day. This says that they are aware that there 

are different groups in the school. How could the school build on the fact that 

this is a recognised event in the school? Given that many of the prejudices the 

learners show at school come from family and communities, how could the 

parents and the community be brought into the Cultural Day? How could you 

make the intention behind a “Cultural Day” visible every day at your school?

Reflections
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Grade 12, Gauteng3CASE STUDY

I teach in a school with coloured and black learners. In one of my Grade 12 

classes, the black learners felt they were being discriminated against. They 

said the coloured learners didn’t want to interact with them because they 

are “lower class”. The black learners said that the coloured learners didn’t 

even want to sit next to them in class.

DISCRIMINATION AND RACISM

What happened?
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What did the school/
teacher do?

I decided to deliberately separate the 

learners in that class according to skin 

colour. I placed the coloured children 

on one side of the class and the black 

children on the other. I went a step 

further by only interacting with the 

black learners and I deliberately ignored 

the coloured learners. I did this for two 

lessons. On the third lesson, I asked 

them all how they felt.

What can we learn from this?

Here is another example of a thoughtful 

teacher who has noticed how the learners 

are interacting with each other and 

not just how well they are performing 

academically. It is a very brave activity that 

she undertook. It requires considered and 

thoughtful planning and an understanding 

of how the learners might respond.

How did the learners 
respond?

The teacher has created a time to debrief the 

exercise. It is crucial that time is set aside 

where the learners, in a safe, caring and 

trusting way, are able to share how they felt 

during the activity. Just because the activity 

has ended, it doesn’t necessarily mean that 

the learners have adjusted back to a normal 

classroom routine. The exercise will more 

than likely create discomfort for learners as 

they are faced with their prejudices or feel 

the effects of discrimination. The learners 

should be allowed to share their discomfort 

during and after the exercise.

The coloured children wanted to know 

why I had been ignoring them. They said 

it felt miserable to be set aside because 

they were coloured. The black children 

said they felt privileged and entitled. 

After I explained what I did, the learners 

started to treat each other better.
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This debrief should also allow the learners to hear why the teacher felt the exercise was 

necessary - what had she noticed before and during? What is she hoping for now? How do 

the learners feel about her motives? This kind of activity could have an impact on the trust the 

learners have for the teacher as some might have felt lied to or manipulated. So it would be 

important that the teacher raises this and possibly apologises if any of the learners felt wronged.
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 ☐ This teacher had a very clear intention – to get the coloured learners to see their 

prejudices and treat the black learners better. But what about the prejudices the 

black children may have held? How could she have created the opportunity in 

the debrief for all the learners to think about the prejudices they hold of others?

 ☐ The prejudices expressed by learners generally reflect those learned in the 

home and the community. Is there a way that the parent body could be brought 

in to work with the school to create a more integrated school community? 

 ☐ The same attitudes are more than likely expressed in the other classes – not just 

Grade 12. What can the principal and management team do to create a better 

environment of respect across the whole school?

 ☐ Role-play like this can be very risky. Without a caring, conscious teacher and 

without the space for a meaningful and on-going debrief, this kind of exercise 

could entrench prejudices. The coloured learners expressed anger at being 

ignored. It could be very easy for them to blame the black learners in the 

class for their anger and hurt. The perceived privilege that the black learners 

expressed could further divide the learners and entrench how different they feel 

they are. How else could the teacher have raised these issues with the learners 

in her class? Could a series of stories, that they read together, of real people’s 

experiences of prejudice, help them to think about and talk about the prejudices 

they see and hold? Could a powerful film followed by a meaningful discussion 

and sharing help them reflect on themselves and their behaviour towards each 

other?

 ☐ This is another example of a teacher who is noticing not only the academic 

performance of the learners in her class, but, equally, their social interactions. 

How could she share this learning with some of her colleagues? What difference 

would it make for her if the she was not embarking on this alone? If other 

classes were engaged in discussions on identity, groups and prejudice?

Reflections
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Grade 10, North West4CASE STUDY

A learner bunked a Life Sciences lesson. For the transgression she was 

recorded on the demerit card. When she was asked to sign the card, as is 

the usual case, she wrote “I don’t f@#$ with you” on the card.

DISRESPECT

What happened?
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What did the school/
teacher do to this?

The teacher asked her why she wrote 

what she did. The learner refused to 

talk to him. The teacher kept calm and 

referred the case to the principal’s office.

The principal, upon reprimanding the 

learner, did not immediately impose 

punitive measures. Instead, he enquired 

about the learner’s upbringing. The 

principal encouraged the child to 

open up so that he could help her. The 

principal gave her the assurance that 

she is loved and safe at school.

The learner told the principal about the 

situation she experienced at home. Her 

parents were not on good terms and 

violence was the order of the day at 

home. The girl was struggling to cope 

in this environment and it was just too 

difficult for her. The home environment 

was affecting her emotions and causing 

her to be angry.

The principal gave her counselling and 

also suggested that she get professional 

help.

What can we learn from this?

By remaining calm, the teacher responded 

in a way that did not escalate the anger the 

learner was clearly feeling.

The principal realised that the severity 

of the situation at home was beyond the 

counsel and support that he was able and 

more important, qualified, to give.

While he did reprimand her behaviour and 

made it clear that what she did was wrong, 

the principal did not immediately resort to 

punishment. He tried to understand where 

the anger was coming from.

By giving her assurance that she is loved 

and safe at school, he builds up trust with 

her and is letting her know that she is 

valued and that she is seen.
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If the school has a counsellor or psychologist available then it might be a good idea for the 

parents and learners to meet together with the counsellor in order to mediate a conversation 

between them?

How did the learners 
respond?

In the beginning the learner was stubborn 

and uncooperative when the principal 

was trying to help. But after the principal 

encouraged her to open up and reassured 

her that she was cared for at the school, 

she became polite and calm.

The fact that the principal took the time to 

help her open up about her home situation 

allowed him to understand what the root 

cause of the disrespect and anger was that 

she had shown towards the teacher.

What can we learn from this?

The principal called the parents to 

explain the learner’s situation at school 

and asked them to give their version on 

the situation at home. After getting the 

facts about their relationship and their 

family life, the principal recommended 

a psychologist to assist the family. They 

all agreed that they would get help from 

the psychologist, which they did.

The principal understood that a learner’s 

changed behaviour is often a symptom of 

the situation a young person finds him/

herself in – in this case the home situation. 

By bringing in the parents he was able 

to begin to help solve the problem of the 

learner’s behaviour and possibly help 

the parents. Obviously, this is not always 

possible, but here the principal’s actions 

paid off.

The learner is now a respectful, humble 

and polite young person who is willing 

to learn. Her performance has been 

consistent.
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 ☐ Teachers are busy and at times feel overwhelmed. Because of this, how often do 

we miss the signs in the behaviour of learners that something is going wrong 

for the child? Could this have been an opportunity for the principal to ask the 

psychologist to talk to the staff to provide them with the knowledge to be able 

to recognise disruptive behaviour as something much deeper? 

 ☐ In the normal routine of a school day, how often do we make the time to 

understand better the backgrounds of the learners in our class? How much of 

the negative behaviour of some of the learners might also be caused by their 

home life or by drug addiction or by being the victims of abuse?

 ☐ The principal refused to see this girl as just a badly behaved and disrespectful 

person. Are there learners in our classrooms that we have already labelled or 

written off as badly behaved, naughty, hopeless cases? Might understanding 

them as people more help us understand their behaviour?

 ☐ Are we able to create trusting environments and relationships where the young 

people in our schools feel they are able to open up? What do we as school 

leaders and teachers need to do in order to create these relationships of trust? 

How do we need to behave?

 ☐ Do we too easily resort to punishment as a first and only response to bad 

behaviour in our schools? Do we also have a responsibility to try and help heal 

the behaviour problems of the learners in our classrooms?

Reflections

It would be a good idea for the counsellor to meet with the principal and the learners’ teachers 

in order to help them understand how best to support the learner should something similar 

happen again in the future.
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Grade 10, KwaZulu-Natal5CASE STUDY

A new teacher began at our school. He was young and had recently 

graduated from the University of KwaZulu Natal. On a particular day he 

went to a Grade 10 class for his Geography class. He had given the class 

assessment tasks and discovered that a few of the learners had not 

completed the tasks for homework. He told the class that he would call the 

parents of those learners who had not completed the tasks.

Some of the learners were wearing lipstick, which was against school rules. 

He also told the learners that if their cell phones rang in class, he would 

confiscate them.

Angry at the learners’ behaviour he told them that he would not be 

intimidated by learners “from the village”. He said that he is from Umlazi, 

which is a township known for gangsterism. He also told the learners that 

they “smell of urine”. The following day a group of boys from the class 

convinced the rest of the learners to boycott his lessons and revolt against 

him.

DISRESPECT

What happened?
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What did the school/
teacher do?

As the chairperson of the disciplinary 

committee at the school, the matter was 

brought to me and I immediately called for 

a meeting.

All stakeholders needed to be present, 

including the parents. I had to diagnose 

what actually happened. I listened to 

statements from witnesses. I heard 

from both the teacher and the learners 

in the class. I also interviewed the 

Representative Council of Learners, 

the school management team and the 

chairperson of the School Governing Body.

The chairperson of the disciplinary 

committee has tried to engage as widely as 

possible in order to be able to deal with the 

situation openly and with the support of the 

wider school structures. 

We agreed that we should send the 

whole class home the following day 

in order for the learners to bring their 

parents to a meeting a few days later.

All parents of the class attended 

the meeting. They voiced their 

dissatisfaction with regard to being 

called to the school. They condemned 

their children’s behaviour and promised 

to monitor their children. The local 

Induna even attended the meeting, 

which boosted our image. Learners 

were told about the correct channels for 

addressing grievances.

The school has engaged the community 

through the presence of the parents and 

the Induna at the meeting. Besides showing 

importance of including and briefing the 

parents about the situation at the school, 

this act also shows that the community 

and the traditional structures represented 

by the Induna, are a part of the school. The 

parents were also given the opportunity to 

share in the disciplining of their children in 

this matter. 

What can we learn from this?
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What is absent here, however, is any discussion about the teacher’s prejudicial and 

disrespectful behaviour towards the learners. While the learners no doubt did not follow the 

correct procedures for expressing their unhappiness, the teacher was not taken to task for the 

disrespectful and insulting way in which he spoke to the learners.

How did the learners 
respond?

Initially the learners were not happy about 

their parents being called in. But on the 

day of the meeting with their parents, they 

were very receptive and obedient.

All educators are now respected equally at 

the school.

This would have been a good opportunity for the teacher to apologise for his comments about 

the learners. This apology might have helped to ensure an even more authentic respect for him 

from the learners.
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 ☐ This is a good reminder that teachers are human too. We all bring our own 

prejudices, insecurities and baggage into the classrooms. How do we create 

the space in our professional development for staff to address some of these 

issues? 

 ☐ Discipline is always an on-going issue in most schools. Do our schools have 

structures in place to support first-time teachers, particularly when it comes to 

discipline and control in the classroom? 

 ☐ How much more thorough would the handling of this incident have been if the 

teacher had been taken to task over his comments? What could the possible 

outcomes of this have been? 

 ☐ What is our responsibility as educators to apologise to the learners when we 

have done wrong or made a mistake?

 ☐ Is respect a two-way-street at your school? Are teachers and learners expected 

to respect each other in the same way? Respect is reciprocal, for teachers to 

gain the respect of the learners they need to show respect towards the learners. 

How can teachers model the behaviour and respect that they expect from the 

learners? 

Reflections
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Grade 5, Northern Cape6CASE STUDY

A learner with severe learning difficulties was being discriminated against. 

Other learners were discriminating against her because she was unable 

to read or write. They felt that they have to work hard and she just gets 

promoted because of her age and number of years she is allowed to spend 

in a Phase. The girl began to become a bully.

DISCRIMINATION AND BULLYING

What happened?
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What did the school/
teacher do?

What can we learn from this?

If the school has a counsellor on the staff, it may be a good idea to have the counsellor work 

with the class to help them examine their behaviour when faced with someone who is ‘different’ 

from them. Help them to understand what was wrong with their behaviour. The intermediate 

phase is a good time to help lay patterns of behaviour for adulthood and the wider community 

where they will encounter difference, or they may themselves be regarded as different.

The class teacher felt she had to make 

the other learners aware of the abilities 

that this learner had and not focus on 

her disabilities. For example, she was 

good at drawing.

Too often we focus on the deficits in the 

learners, what they can’t do and how they 

need to improve. But here the teacher is 

very deliberately looking for and focussing 

on the strengths of this learner. The teacher 

is openly showing what it means to respect 

another. 

In class, the teacher got her to illustrate 

the stories in the lesson and then copied 

her illustrations for the rest of the class. 

The teacher also introduced a drawing 

competition in which she knew that the 

learner would excel. The competition 

began in her class and eventually it 

was extended to the whole school. This 

learner was the overall winner.

By creating the opportunities for this 

learner to display her strengths, she is 

able to challenge the stereotypes the 

other learners hold. In challenging these 

stereotypes, she is able to shift the 

relationship between the girl and the class 

and create a new one based on mutual 

respect.
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How did the learners 
respond?

What may also have helped the victim would have been for the teacher to sit with her and let 

her talk about how she felt about being victimised by the rest of the class, and maybe, if the 

context was right, she might have felt able to tell the class how they made her feel.  She could 

have also spoken to the teacher, and possibly the class, about her bullying. This would have to 

happen in a safe, non-threatening environment with the teacher or counsellor mediating the 

interaction between the learners.

The girl gained a greater self-esteem and 

she was able to interact with others better. 

Her bullying stopped.

Bullying is closely tied to self-esteem. For 

many children who are bullying, it is a low 

self esteem that they are dealing with by 

picking on others. Boosting this learner’s 

self-esteem and confidence helps her to 

be able to form more healthy relationships 

with her peers.

What can we learn from this?

She gained the respect of the other 

learners in her class. They often asked 

her help with their drawings and she even 

taught others simple drawing techniques. 

In return, some of the learners offered 

to help her read. So it was a beneficial 

exercise for all learners.

What the teacher did here did not take 

much effort or skill but her insight into 

the dynamics of the situation and her 

choice to intervene in a way that showed 

an appreciation of the power of positive 

rather than negative action, transformed 

the way the learners see each other and 

therefore interact with each other. This 

approach brought far more positive results 

than an approach that merely punished the 

perpetrators for teasing the learner. Their 

interactions are now displaying mutual 

respect for the strengths of each.
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 ☐ What difference would we make to our classroom environments and the 

relations our learners have with each other, if we focussed on what each 

learner does well? If we focussed on their strengths, the positive parts of 

their personality, their talents and their interests? How would this change the 

learning environment?

 ☐ Who is the one learner in our classroom that is ostracised and picked on by 

the rest of the class and perhaps, even sometimes ignored by us? How can we 

appreciate them more? What could happen to the child and our relationship 

with her/him if we focussed on their strengths and positive qualities?

Reflections
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Grade 7, Limpopo7CASE STUDY

Two boys were teasing one another. The teasing eventually led to a fight 

breaking out. One of the boys was saying that the other boy’s father never 

went to initiation school. Our village is situated in a deep rural area where 

initiation is highly recognised and if a person is not from there it is a taboo. 

In return, he was being teased about his looks.

DISCRIMINATION AND BULLYING

What happened?
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What did the school/
teacher do?

I called the two boys to the office to find 

out why they were fighting. I talked to 

both of them about respect and helped 

them to see that teasing is a way of 

showing disrespect to one another.

I went to the rest of the class and 

stressed the issue of teasing and 

respect. It was easy for me as I was 

already teaching them about self-image 

and respect in class. I spoke about how 

teasing can hurt people badly. I told 

them it is best not to tease and rather, 

they should praise one another about 

the good things we are doing.

What can we learn from this?

She uses this incident as a teaching 

opportunity for the rest of the class 

who have been learning about respect. 

Addressing this issue with the whole class 

shows the teacher is trying to ensure the 

other learners see teasing as a form of 

disrespect and that teasing hurts. Her 

intention is that they would be discouraged 

from doing the same. What is of crucial 

importance is that the teacher has given 

them a tool to counter the teasing. She 

introduces praising as a positive behaviour. 

The teacher made the effort to understand 

why the fight took place and did not 

immediately just resort to punishing the 

boys. She has specifically tried to get them 

to see they are being disrespectful by 

teasing one another.
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How did the learners 
respond?

The boy who was teasing said that the 

victim is stronger than him and that is why 

he keeps on teasing him on a daily basis. 

He also said that the victim was teasing 

him about his looks.

This is why he felt he had to tease him 

about his father even though he wasn’t 

sure if it was true or not.

Both boys started to understand why the 

other was so angry.

They resolved their issue and shook hands 

with no hard feelings.

The teacher, having felt that the learners 

understood the consequences of their 

actions, got them to physically demonstrate 

the respect they have for each other by 

shaking hands.

What can we learn from this?
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 ☐ It is clear that both boys were taking on the roles of perpetrator and victim in 

this incident and each was teased and teased the other in return. How could 

the learners benefit from being shown how they have played both of these roles 

during this incident?

 ☐ This might have been an occasion to address the issue of violence as a way to 

solve issues and to encourage the boys to think about the damage that violence 

as a response causes. Sometimes boys dismiss teasing one another by saying  

‘it’s just a boy thing, we don’t mean anything’. How could learners be helped to 

understand that the victims often don’t see it in the same way?

 ☐ The teacher could think about making her classroom a safe ‘human rights’ 

classroom with a jointly drawn up code of ethics with the learners. She could 

have words such as respect, consideration, helpfulness and so on, made into 

posters and placed around the classroom and ask them to suggest how they 

could show respect to one another on a daily basis. What difference could this 

make to how learners might feel about being in a classroom like this? What 

difference could this have on the teaching and learning that takes place in this 

kind of classroom?

Reflections
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Grade 9, Limpopo8CASE STUDY

A Grade 9 girl came to the principal’s office crying bitterly saying that some 

learners, one girl in particular, were always singing songs about her being 

HIV Positive. She said the girl was also going around telling the other 

learners that she had missed school to go to the clinic to collect ARVs.

DISCRIMINATION AND BULLYING

What happened?
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What did the school/
teacher do?

What can we learn from this?

The victim said that a number of learners were teasing her. By the school focusing only on 

one of these girls, the victim is still likely to face bullying when she returns to class. Dealing 

with just one of the learners will not create a safer and more caring environment in the class. 

Furthermore, by excluding the other learners who were teasing the girl, the school loses the 

opportunity to support them in helping them to understand why their behaviour was wrong

and hurtful. 

The perpetrator was called to the 

principal’s office.

It is important that the accusation of 

bullying was not ignored and the teacher 

and the school leadership reacted 

immediately to investigate the accusations.

The victim was given counselling. The school identified that, given the fact

that the learner may in fact be HIV 

Positive, teasing of this nature can be 

psychologically damaging to her. Being 

HIV Positive at a young age would already 

be a lot to deal with. The school has seen 

that the learner needs a supportive, caring 

environment.

The girl who was teasing was referred

to the school’s code of conduct and 

HIV-Aids policy.

It is good that the school has a code of 

conduct and HIV-Aids policy and that these 

are used when incidents occur.
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It is important that the victim heard the apology and that she was allowed the choice whether 

or not to accept the apology if she was not ready or felt it was insincere. However, it is 

important that one learner is not singled out if others have joined her in taunting the victim.

How did the learners 
respond?

The girl who was teasing did not deny the 

allegations. She apologised and promised 

to not repeat the offence. She was also 

disciplined.

An apology can be a very visible way of 

reinforcing that the act was wrong. Some 

learners need moments like these to learn 

what it means to sincerely apologise. 

Importantly, her apology holds her 

accountable. Not only is she “saying” that 

she will not repeat the offence, but her 

apology should also imply that she will 

stand up for the victim and not allow the 

teasing to happen again.

What can we learn from this?

This was an opportunity to have someone from the health sector come to the class to give the 

class HIV-Aids education and to ensure all learners have the correct knowledge about HIV-

Aids. Then learners could be guided through the code of conduct, and especially the HIV-Aids 

policy. Instead of merely telling the learner how she has infringed these, helping her, and the 

other learners, to understand why and how these policies exist to help create a safe and caring 

environment for all at the school, would be a way for her/them to understand their behaviour 

better. The danger is that the perpetrators in this case would just be aware that the rules have 

been broken and not that the teasing was particularly hurtful to a fellow learner who could be 

having a very difficult time already.

The victim responded positively to the 

counselling.
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 ☐ How important is it for the school not only to have a policy in place, but to 

ensure that all learners in the school receive HIV-Aids education that focuses, 

not only on prevention and health, but on how we treat and support those 

around us who are HIV Positive?

 ☐ How many of the learners (and even teachers) at our schools truly understand 

why we have HIV-Aids policies and how these policies are meant to help create 

safe, caring and healthy learning environments?

 ☐ Many of these kinds of incidents that take place at schools involve more than 

just one or two role players. In this case, while one girl stood out in her teasing, 

there were others involved. It is also likely that there were many others who 

witnessed the teasing and did not get involved and join in, or get involved to put 

a stop to it. 

 ☐ How could the school leadership have used this incident to make the rest of the 

class, Grade or school, aware of the hurt that teasing causes and, importantly, 

the hurt that is caused when no one stands up for the victim?

 ☐ How could this have been an even deeper learning opportunity for the 

perpetrators themselves? How could the school help them to develop more 

empathy with the victim, particularly with someone who might be HIV Positive 

at a young age?

 ☐ There could have been an opportunity here for working with all the learners in 

terms standing up for what is right instead of following the example of a popular 

or strong leader in the class without thinking for themselves. Those who 

joined in could begin to think about why they did this – did they agree with the 

ringleader or did they do it because they wanted to be part of an ‘in-group’? 

 ☐ The issue seems to be resolved when the perpetrator apologises. Is an apology 

enough in when incidents like this occur? Do we create the space for the 

victim to choose whether to accept the apology or not? Too often, it is easy to 

say the words “I am sorry”. How do we teach young children to apologise in a 

meaningful way? To apologise for the specific acts and also the consequences 

of their actions? How do we help them to see the latter?

Reflections
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Grades 1-7 and 8-12, Northern Cape9CASE STUDY

The tension began when the previously coloured and black schools in our 

community merged. The school that was previously for coloured children 

became the primary school and the school that had previously been for 

black children became the secondary school.

At first it was a great idea because of the poverty in the communities. 

Parents now did not have to send their children to the town schools when 

they finished their primary schooling.

But soon the coloured and black learners at both schools started to fight 

because each felt it was “their” school. Everyday we had to stop them 

fighting. Learners came to school with weapons. This happened before 

school, during school and after school at both of the schools.

DISCRIMINATION AND VIOLENCE

What happened?
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What did the school/
teacher do?

All of the teachers at both schools held 

a meeting to discuss solutions to the 

situation. Parent meetings were also held.

Meetings with the learners were held 

at both schools. We tried to change 

their mindset to make them aware that 

neither of the schools belonged to any 

particular group, but now belonged 

to everyone. We told them that they 

need to tolerate each other. Even the 

pastors of the different churches in the 

community were invited to come and 

speak to the learners.

What can we learn from this?

The teachers have raised the issue of 

“belonging”. Children, like adults, need to 

feel they belong and gain much of their 

identity from this sense of belonging. It 

made sense, therefore, that each group 

of learners would hold onto their sense 

of belonging to the old schools because 

that is what they knew. Their conflict, 

while racial in nature, was possibly born 

out of fear of the unknown as well. What 

the schools tried to do here was create a 

new sense of belonging in these schools. 

Inviting the pastors also helps the learners 

see that this is something that the 

community see as important and want to 

work. This also says to the learners that the 

community is there to support them on this 

difficult journey.

Both schools came together to find a 

solution. They didn’t see this as a problem 

facing the individual schools alone and 

realised that this issue could only be 

solved as a team. Given that much of the 

prejudices, stereotypes and views of “the 

other” that these learners hold is shaped by 

their home environment and communities, 

it also made sense to bring the parents in.
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If other schools were to find themselves facing a similar situation, it would be good to consider 

how the learners are prepared for the transition before it happens. It possibly needs more than 

‘telling’ learners to be tolerant. Tolerance comes more easily when we get to know each other 

personally. Learners could have been brought together for more relaxed social interactions in 

the lead up to the merger. There could also be a fun sports day before each school opened with 

teams composed of a mixture of learners from both schools. Once the merger has taken place, 

very deliberate steps would need to be put into place to help learners develop a new sense of 

identity and belonging to these schools. These could include involving learners in the design of 

the school badge and motto. Perhaps they could help write a new vision and mission statement 

for the school. Bringing them into the creation of the new school identity would go a long way 

in helping them feel a sense of joint belonging to the school. 

Adopt-a-cop went to both schools and 

also spoke to the learners.

Security measures were put in place. 

For example, security guards were hired 

and learners were searched before 

entering the premises.

As an immediate intervention, the 

school had to ensure the safety of the 

learners.

The challenge for a school in a similar situation, following a similar response, is how to not 

allow the security and searching of learners to become a part of the school identity and 

the identity that the learners take on. The question is also, “How do we address the issue of 

violence as a response to a situation such as this?” Helping young people to understand that 

violence should not be an option as a means of ‘solving’ issues under any circumstances would 

be an important part of this process and needs to go beyond the hiring security guards and 

searching learners. 
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Reflections

How did the learners 
respond?

The learners adhered to the pleas of the 

teachers, parents and police.

After more than ten years of merging the 

fighting has completely stopped because 

we intervened. We now have a normal 

primary and secondary school.

Even if the steps to prepare the learners for 

the merging of the schools had possibly 

not been successful, this shows the that 

a conscious intervention to address some 

deep issues is never too late.

What can we learn from this?

 ☐ This case-study is a good example of how we, as school leaders, teachers and 

administrators, sometimes lose sight of how decisions might impact on the learners we 

are responsible for. How often are we truly thinking about how our policies might affect 

learners? Should we always be thinking about how our decisions will impact on the 

learners?

 ☐ What work could have been done with the teachers of the schools before the merger 

and afterwards? Given that how the teachers responded to the merger would likely 

filter down to the learners, how might the teachers have been prepared? If teachers 

showed a lack of support for the merger, is it not likely that the learners would pick this 

up? If they openly praised these new schools and supported the creation of new school 

identities, could this have helped to lessen the fear that many learners displayed?

 ☐ Given that this is also a story of difference, race and the legacies of our past, how could 

the school have more deliberately helped learners (and the teachers) understand the 

prejudices they hold and are faced with from others? What should the school be doing 

now, ten years later, to ensure they do not slip back?
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WORKSHOP 
METHODOLOGY

The case studies we have explored were developed out of the IJR educator 

workshops that were held across South Africa.

The methodology used in the workshops with educators was intended to showcase 

and encourage experiential approaches to teaching and learning.

1

2
Sharing and 
documenting of 
personal stories of 
discrimination and 
disrespect

3

Personal 
development: 
Dealing with 
perceptions and 
how they could 
lead to conflict

Highlights of  
UNESCO’s 
Teaching 
Respect for All

Action 
learning cycle 
for situational 
analysis and 
reflection

4
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1 Action Learning Cycle

In order to explain the value of using the action-learning cycle as a useful reflection 

tool we created playful scenarios (which also served as ice-breakers) at the start of 

workshops.  Here we describe one exercise used during workshops. This is a useful 

tool when working with teachers or learners.

The Counting Game

Get participants to form a circle.  Explain that you are confident that all of them can 

count and that they do not even know how far they can count. In this exercise we 

want to determine how far they can count as a group. Anyone is allowed to start by 

shouting the number one followed by random calling out of the numbers that follow. 

Explain that the only snag is that when more than one person shouts the same 

number the group must start over again. Continue until someone suggests that the 

group follow a particular order.

This is where you make the game interesting.  

Explain that you are happy for the group to count sequentially in the circle but that 

it will not be straightforward. Instead of saying three and multiples of three the word 

“BUZZ” should be used. Explain that it should sound something like 1, 2, BUZZ, 4, 5 

BUZZ, 7, 8, BUZZ, 10, etc.

After playing for a while you might want to step up the complexity by introducing 

five and multiples of 5 as “BANG.” Explain that it should sound something like 1, 2, 

BUZZ, 4, BANG, BUZZ, 7, 8, BUZZ, BANG, 11, BUZZ, 13, 14, BUZZ BANG (15 being a 

multiple of three and five), 16, etc.

If there is time you can introduce 7 and multiples of 7 as “BOING” which might 

sound like 1, 2, BUZZ, 4, BANG, BUZZ, BOING, 8, BUZZ,  BANG,  11, BUZZ, 13, BOING, 

BUZZ BANG, 16, 17, BUZZ, 19, BANG, BUZZ BOING (21 being a multiple of 3 and 7).
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By this time participants are enjoying themselves and should be completely relaxed.  

The game would have created a positive spirit of cooperation which is needed for 

the debriefing which takes the form of the action learning cycle. Questions are 

asked of participants, in relation to the game, on four levels – action, reflection, 

learning and planning as illustrated in the diagram below. 

Why did it happen? What caused it?
What helped or hindered the situation?

What assumptions were
made? What really
struck you/them?

What was the
intervention?

Was it
effective

and why?
Was there
support?

What happened? Who was 
involved? How did they feel?
What did they want?

So 
what
does this
mean for
practise?
What do we
want to do/
must happen?
How? What are we
going to do differently?
What do we have to let go of or stop 
doing? How will we not repeat the same 
mistake? What steps will we use to build 
these new insights into our practise?

 What would
you do

differently? 
What did you

learn, new insights?
What was confirmed? What

new questions emerged? What
other theories helped you to

deepen your learning?
What won’t you do again?

The questions are intended to encourage critical reflection. Only a few from each 

level should be asked.  It is also intended to stimulate insight into matters in order to 

encourage better decision-making later on.  This is a useful tool when you want to 

encourage learners to critically reflect on experiences of bullying, discrimination or 

disrespect they have witnessed or participated in. Of course, it is just as useful for 

us as educators in our professional development.
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2 Sharing and documenting personal stories

The intention of this part of the workshop was to get participants to share best 

practice stories of how they felt they effectively dealt with issues of disrespect, 

discrimination, racism, xenophobia or sexism. They shared their experiences in small 

groups. This encouraged participants to speak from personal experience in a safe 

space where the worth of the individual contribution was acknowledged.  It further 

created a space for group work where participants were able to think together.  

Participants were asked to select the story that would resonate in classrooms 

across the country.  They then collectively refined and documented the story which 

was shared with the rest of the participants.

3 Dealing with perceptions

In this part of the workshop the facilitator provided input with the objective of 

deepening some of the learnings and insights.  It started with a perception exercise. 

A bottle of water with writing on it was placed on the table.  Participants were asked 

to relate what they saw. Someone on the opposite side of the respondent was asked 

whether they could see what was mentioned.  When they replied that they do not 

the question was asked whether it means that it does not exist.  This exercise is an 

effective way of helping participants to see that differences are often the result of 

diverse perspectives or vantage points.

Participants were reminded that perceptions are real for the person who holds 

them, but it is never the full picture.  This was followed by a discussion on how one 

can deal with perceptions in a positive way.  Some of the insights normally included:

 ☐ the need to clarify by asking questions,

 ☐ accepting the other view as legitimate, 

 ☐ physically walking over and trying to see what the other person sees.
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This is followed by an explanation of the Ladder of Inference which reflects the 

processes at work when people are confronted with a stimulus.

4 Teaching Respect for All

The last section of the workshop was used to share the UNESCO Teaching Respect 

for All Toolkit with participants.
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STRATEGIES

The workshops from which these case studies were derived used the UNESCO 

Teaching Respect for All Toolkit to highlight strategies and methodologies teachers 

can use to address discrimination. 

The Teaching Respect for All Toolkit can be downloaded at: 

http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0022/002279/227983e.pdf

The Toolkit is a useful tool to accompany the learning from these case studies of 

South African schools. It provides many useful tools and strategies for creating 

respectful and anti racist schools.  These include methodologies to help teachers 

identify their own biases and methods for dealing with difficult topics related to 

discrimination of all kinds. 

FROM ‘TEACHING RESPECT FOR ALL’

Teacher Guidelines: When starting conversations 
of Discrimination and Respect 

Below are some guidelines from Teaching Respect for All that teachers can consider 

when starting conversations with learners or colleagues about race, class, sexual 

orientation and negative behaviour.  

1.   Teachers should identify their our own prejudices and biases.

 ☐ Admitting that you have prejudices and biases is the first step to being able 

to facilitate discussions about discrimination with your learners.

 ☐ Reflect on what your prejudices or biases are and make time to work 

through them.

 ☐ Find alternative ways of looking at the view you hold of a particular group 

of people.
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 ☐ Try to cultivate relationships with those you once had a prejudice/bias towards.

Not dealing with these prejudices and biases could: 

 ☐ Lead to these prejudices being transferred to the learners during discussion.

 ☐ Prevent you from being an effective facilitator of discussions about 

discrimination.

 ☐ Prevent you from intervening appropriately and fairly, thus reinforcing the 

prejudice.

2.  Create a safe space for dialogue about differences such as 
race, ethnicity, language, culture, etc.

 ☐ Learners should never feel judged for raising a sensitive issue.

 ☐ All opinions are valid and should not be dismissed. Obviously, overtly prejudiced 

statements and views should be challenged when raised.

 ☐ Do not allow name calling, harassment and bullying in classroom.

 ☐ Encourage shared values that promote inclusion, interaction, tolerance and 

accountability.

 ☐ Allow learners to ask questions.

 ☐ Encourage learners to embrace diversity, different learning styles and to 

appreciate and respect difference. Highlight learners’ strengths and not 

weaknesses publically. 
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3.  Create an environment of equality and fairness
     amongst learners.

 ☐ Assure learners that they are all equal irrespective of their class, gender, race, 

academic or physical ability. 

 ☐ Foster an environment where fairness is modelled by you as the teacher.

4.  Prevent and address stereotyping and misinformation learners    
     might display about others.

 ☐ Address learners’ perceptions about others that lead to stereotyping and 

encourage a multi-perspective approach.

 ☐ Find alternative views to the learners’ stereotypical view.

 ☐ Encourage critical thinking by challenging the stereotypical view.

 ☐ Understand why learners act in particular ways, especially the ones who are 

most challenging. There’s definitely a reason for the challenging behaviour. 

5.  Create opportunities for learners to engage with people       
     different from themselves

 ☐ Allow learners to meet others by inviting different people to address them.

 ☐ Use media articles and stories to start conversations about diversity. 

 ☐ Use Cultural/Heritage Day celebrations to discuss different cultures that allow 

learners to gain an understanding of ‘the other’.

 ☐ Use experiential learning games about diversity and inclusion to making 

learning fun.

 ☐ Provide opportunities for learners to share their stories with one another.        

Let them only share what they are comfortable sharing. 
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UNESCO’s Eight Principles of Anti Racism 

The Teaching Respect for All manual identifies EIGHT principles of anti racism. 

These are very useful aims for teachers and learners to strive for in order to create 

respectful, harmonious and non racist schools.

In order to achieve this we should, as teachers, administrators and learners:

1. be able to understand ourselves as a racial/cultural beings;

2. feel a sense of unity or interconnectedness with all humanity;

3. view leadership or authority as supportive of intergroup harmony;

4. interact on equal footing with others rather than an unequal or imbalanced one;

5. have intimate contact with people different from ourselves;

6. experience a cooperative rather than competing environment;

7. work toward mutually shared goals as opposed to individual ones; and

8. exchange accurate information rather than stereotypes or misinformation.

Many of the teachers, principals and parents in the South African case studies we 

have looked at were addressing these principles in some way as they attempted to 

deal with discrimination, bullying and violence in their schools.
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A final reflection

In the ‘Teaching Respect for All’ manual, the UNESCO authors pose questions to 

help educators reflect more deeply on these eight principles. 

Some of these questions on the eight principles allow us to reflect on the case 

studies we have explored in this manual and the choices we make at our own 

schools.

 ☐ Are we providing class-based opportunities through the formal curriculum and 

activities for pupils to explore these principles of anti-racism?

Could we do what the teacher in Case Study 2 did in order to break down the cultural 

divides in his classroom?

 ☐ Do we create a culture of anti-racism in our classrooms and schools by allowing 

opportunities for pupils to engage with these principles of anti-racism during 

informal classroom time, conversations and even classroom rules?

The teacher in Case Study 3 who divided her class along racial lines in order for them 

to see their prejudices in action, was trying to create the opportunity for the class 

to engage with some of these principles. She was helping them “exchange accurate 

information rather than stereotypes or misinformation” and trying to get them to 

“interact on equal footing with others rather than an unequal or imbalanced one”. 

Could we do the same?

 ☐ Are we providing opportunities for learners to engage and interact with 

people different from themselves, either in class or through structured class 

exchanges/trips (virtual or physical)?

Again, the teacher in Case Study 2 attempted this by forcing a very particular seating 

arrangement. But, so to did both schools in Case Study 9 who came together to find 

ways for the learners of their schools to “feel a sense of unity or interconnectedness 

with all humanity”. What can we do in our schools to bring in more difference?
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 ☐ Are we creating a cooperative class environment? How could we further 

improve instruction to facilitate more cooperation amongst our learners?

The teacher in Case Study 6 deliberately identified strengths in the learner who was 

being ostracised and in return was bullying her classmates. She created opportunities 

for them to see each other differently, and better. She was helping her learners 

“interact on equal footing with others rather than an unequal or imbalanced one”.

 ☐ Are we as teachers and principals conscious of biases we may hold? Do we 

prevent the teaching and transmission of stereotypes and misinformation? How 

do we prevent ourselves from conveying stereotypes? How do we address 

stereotypes created and/or reinforced by our learners?

The teachers in Case Studies 1, 2, 3 and 7 were all trying to address the stereotypes 

the learners held. But what about their own? What support could they be given to 

engage more deeply with their own prejudices and beliefs? What difference would 

this make in the way they teach and their classroom environments? What support 

could the teacher in Case Study 5 have been given to help him work through the 

prejudices he brings into the classroom?

 ☐ Do our learners find us supportive? How can we be more supportive of our 

learners when dealing with issues of discrimination?

The teachers and principals in Case Study 4 all showed a remarkable ability to be 

supportive - using discipline as the last resort (if at all) in order to heal the classroom 

environment. How often do we use support and care to address the issues that are 

normally dealt with through discipline?
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CONCLUSION

We spend a lot of energy trying to ensure that learners leave school as respectful, 

compassionate and non-racist democratic citizens. Much of the responsibility of this 

falls on teachers. 

But while we focus on instilling these values in the young people we teach, too often 

we forget to set aside the time for us as teachers to look inwards. We don’t have 

many opportunities to face our own prejudices, values and beliefs about the world 

we live in and the people we share it with. Teachers are humans too and bring this 

humanity into classrooms – for better or for worse.

Many of the case studies we have explored introduce us to teachers and principals 

who are reflective, are aware of the baggage they bring and who are thinking about 

their own choices and actions in schools. Many of these teachers have given us 

some useful strategies that are not very difficult to try out when we are faced with 

similar situations in our schools. 

But, as we have seen, there have been moments where even better responses could 

have been found had the teachers, principals and parents been more aware of who 

they are and how they see the world. Our prejudices can influence the way we 

teach, how we interact with the learners in our classrooms and, ultimately, how we 

choose to intervene in difficult situations. This is why, teachers, as much as learners, 

need a safe, trusting and reflective process to become more aware and conscious of 

what we bring into the classrooms. 

This should be the starting place for any school wanting to be in a situation where 

they are able to replicate some of the very thoughtful, brave and compassionate 

responses we have discovered in the case studies. 
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Classrooms of Hope explores nine case studies of South African 

teachers responding to acts of discrimination, disrespect, 

sexism, bullying and violence in their schools.

Teachers across South Africa came together to share their 

experiences so that we may all learn from the choices they 

made and think more deeply about how we might or do act in 

similar situations. 

The case studies are presented along with a commentary on 

how the teachers and schools responded to these incidents 

and how the learners, in turn, responded to their interventions. 

The commentary points out what teachers and school 

managers did well and  also offers other ways of intervening in 

similar incidents. 

Each case study concludes with a reflection on what we can 

learn from the incidents and interventions. The reflections pose 

questions, some difficult, so that we may all think more deeply 

about how we can each create truly safe, respectful and happy 

learning environments in our schools. 


