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Reconceptualising teacher 
professionalism to address school 
violence: a quest to end corporal 
punishment1

Vusi Mncube, University of Fort Hare, South Africa
Bekithemba Dube, University of the Free State, South Africa

The aim of the article is to argue for a need to reconceptualise teacher professionalism as a strategy to 
mitigate school violence, as manifested with corporal punishment. The article draws data from participatory 
action research, with a focus on teachers’ use of corporal punishment, despite it being outlawed in South 
African schools. The study found that a lack of teacher professionalism through corporal punishment is 
a form of school violence. The implication drawn from the researchers’ findings is that failure to address 
the lack of teacher professionalism – especially regarding the use of corporal punishment – derails all 
other attempts to combat violence in schools. It is against this background that the authors propose a 
reconceptualisation of teacher professionalism to end corporal punishment. The article concludes with 
the argument that for school violence, teachers need to put an end to corporal punishment and adhere to 
basic of teacher professionalism.1
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School leaders find themselves in the unenviable position of not only having to deal with school violence, 
but also with inadequate educator professionalism, learner underachievement (Davids & Waghid, 2016) 
and the continued use of corporal punishment (Cheruvalath & Tripath, 2015). Part of the cause of unstable 
school conditions emanates from the level and quality of teachers’ work, as well as their attitudes (De 
Clercq, 2013), which appear to be far from professional leading to school violence manifested through the 
continued use of corporal punishment despite being outlawed. Certain narratives around school violence, 
however, indicate that the learners are the ones who are violent, ill-disciplined and problematic (Nthebe, 
2006; Magwa & Ngara, 2014; Jinot, 2018; Freire & Amado, 2009), without necessarily conceding 
that the lack of teacher professionalism – as reflected in the use of corporal punishment – is one of the 
contributing factors to school violence. Cognisant of this, the paper does not intend to give an impression 
that teachers are the only ones to be blamed for school violence through the use of corporal punishment. 
It is common knowledge that South Africa is increasingly becoming a violent society (Zulu et al., 2004). 
Thus, through the paper we address an often taken for granted cause of school violence, which is the lack 
of teacher professionalism. 

1 Date of submission 13 September 2018
 Date of review outcome 10 January 2019
 Date of acceptance 29 March 2019
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Most strategies or suggested solutions focus on how to circumvent schools-based violence from the 
learners’ perspective (Dube & Hlalele, 2018). The argument of this article, however, is that focusing on 
schools-based violence solely from the learners’ point of view narrows attempts to address such violence 
and also negates the impetus to end the violence, by failing to address factors such as a lack of teacher 
professionalism. Lack of teacher professionalism, as an understudied phenomenon in school narratives, 
needs to be reconceptualised with the need to end corporal punishment. 

Locating the lack of, and need for, teacher professionalism

Globally, violence in societies is endemic. It is a serious problem which has a negative effect on virtually all 
education systems especially when some teachers are seen to be perpetrators through the use of corporal 
punishment. Corporal punishment in South Africa, despite being outlawed, is still prominent in certain 
schools; its continued practice has become a refrain of many scholars specialising in school violence 
(Makhasane & Chikoko, 2016; Mashau, Mutshaeni & Kone, 2017; Gershoff, 2017; du Plessis, 2015; 
Cheruvalath & Tripath, 2015). In addition, the South African media are replete with reports of cases of 
violence, verbal abuse of learners by teachers, and physical abuse in the form of corporal punishment 
(van Niekerk, 2019). Similarly, a spokesperson for the Department of Education KwaZulu-Natal Province, 
Kwazi Mthethwa, elaborated on the lack of professionalism portrayed through teachers’ use of corporal 
punishment:
 
  The department was concerned that teachers continue to “dish out” corporal punishment despite it 

being banned more than 20 years ago… Children have the right to be free from all forms of violence, 
to enjoy their education, and not to be treated or punished in a cruel, inhumane, and degrading way... 
(Mthethwa, 2016: 1).

In light of the above, Mncube and Harber (2013) argue that the use of corporal punishment is indeed 
unprofessional, and aggravates violence in schools, thus there is a need to relook at how teachers behave 
and emancipate teachers to use alternatives to corporal punishment. Social media (especially videos taken 
on cell phones) has exposed the lack of teacher professionalism. In one incident, learners are seen being 
lashed with an object which looks like a stick. One student is lashed several times on the hand by a male 
teacher, while in another video clip a female teacher beats a schoolgirl and a schoolboy on their backs. 
The female teacher appears to be laughing during the violent act, with the learners clearly enduring pain 
as their classmates snicker in the background (Wicks, Olifant & Naidoo, 2017). At Mdlamfe High School 
in Esikhawini in the Richards Bay area, a teacher is in hot water following a video of an educator violently 
beating two girls in a classroom. In the clip, the educator is seen repetitively lashing at the girls with what 
appears to be a cane, while other students laugh in the background. The second student, who receives 
markedly more lashings, is heard pleading to be rescued, but instead of helping her, her classmates just 
laugh – such beatings are seen as a joke or as entertainment (Wicks et al., 2017). 

The harshness of teachers’ actions against their charges has led some South African learners to commit 
suicide or abscond from school due to the fear of corporal punishment (The Guardian, 2018). Vilakazi 
(2017) reports that an 11-year-old grade 6 learner was found hanging from the ceiling of the garage at his 
home, in his school uniform. This learner chose death rather than having to face his mathematics teacher. 
A learner from Richards Bay Primary hanged himself because he was scared to tell his mathematics 
teacher that he had lost his textbook. According to Health24 (2015) a boy at Leandra Laerskool was 
allegedly slapped with an open hand by a teacher and refused to go back to school as the teacher was 
no longer attending to his school work. In addition, 13 learners were assaulted for not writing homework 
at Neo Primary school in the Free State and such learners are scared to return to school (eNCA, 2015). 
Citing these examples does not imply that teachers are not victims, they are, however, the focus of the 
paper is not on them as victims but as perpetrators.
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Trajectory of parental involvement in corporal punishment

The involvement of parents in the corporal punishment narratives presents trajectories. Parental involvement 
concerning corporal punishment has pursued two diametrically opposed goals. In the 1980s, a grouping 
of parents, teachers and students created an organisation, Education without Fear, to campaign for an end 
to corporal punishment (Morrell, 2001). In the late 1990s, in a country where corporal punishment was 
now illegal, several parents and teachers, through Christian Education South Africa (CESA), challenged 
the banning, claiming that their parental (and constitutional) right to give ‘biblical correction’ is being 
infringed by this ruling (Pete & Du Plessis, 1999). Despite the contested terrain of corporal punishment, 
the National Education Policy Act, 27 of 1996 (RSA, 1996: A-47) states that ‘no person shall administer 
corporal punishment or subject a student to psychological or physical abuse at any educational institution’. 
This policy has, however, divided opinion since according to Masitsa (2008), learners are believed to 
have become ill disciplined to the extent that they openly challenge their teachers’ authority because they 
know nothing will be done to them. While this may be true is some cases, we problematise the use of 
corporal punishment because as argued by Gershoff (2017), it may interfere with children’s learning in 
that children may avoid or dislike school because it is a place where they are in constant fear of being 
physically harmed by their teachers. 

Theoretical framing: Critical emancipatory research

Cognisant of the need to address lack of teacher professionalism as one of the causes for the continued 
use of corporal punishment, we couch this study in critical emancipatory research (CER). There are various 
debates on the origin of the school, with some attributing it to Emmanuel Kant (McKernath, 2013), with 
others attributing it to Karl Marx (McLaughlin, 1999). Despite debates surrounding the theory, Frankfurt 
scholars in Germany made the CER popular (Schmift, 2007). The mandate of the Frankfurt scholars 
was clear, which was to change oppressive structures by engaging in research (Dube & Hlalele, 2018). 
The desired change to eliminate oppression was underpinned by championing values such as social 
justice, emancipation and social transformation. In terms of social justice, the theory evokes the need to 
ensure justice is evident in all social structures as a means to lessen school violence, which in this case, 
is manifested with the use of corporal punishment. Thus, social justice as used in this theory is ‘a learned 
response fostered by progressive human and faith development, which values inherent human dignity of 
every person, social justice involves working together to establish a just society’ (Brady, 2010). Through 
this, collaboration towards a just society, issues of teacher (un)professionalism, learner discipline and 
strategies to create safe schools are discussed in mutual respect. This is because as stipulated by Argyris 
and Schon (1974: 44), CER provides 

  a theoretical basis for a view of planning that emphasises widespread public participation, sharing 
of information with the public, reaching consensus through public dialogue to improve relations rather 
than exercise of power, avoiding privileging of experts and bureaucrats, and replacing the model of 
the technical expert with one of the reflective planner.

CER is relevant for this paper based on the view that ‘it provides the society with common languages 
through which to address people’s hopes and discontents’ (Mandieta, 2003: 80), which when not 
addressed within the school context, there is likelihood for conflict, which propels the need to engage 
in violence, manifested through use of corporal punishment. In addition, CER is relevant to this paper in 
that it ‘exposes and questions hegemony, traditional power assumptions held about relationships, groups, 
communities, societies, and organisations to promote social change’ (Given, 2008: 140). The change 
in this case is to ensure professionalism is adhered to by teachers, which will lessen or eradicate use of 
corporal punishment. 
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  RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS

Justification for the research 

Many studies assume that learners are undisciplined (Magwa & Ngara, 2014; Jinot, 2018; Rossouw, 
2003; Freire & Amado, 2009; Kourkoutas & Wollhuster, 2013). While such rhetoric may be rooted in 
the truth, there are other aspects which are often forgotten in narratives pertaining to violence in schools, 
and those are the lack of teacher professionalism and a failure to grasp the tenets of democracy. While a 
study such as that of Tdole and Mmankoto (2014) addresses the lack of professionalism, their approach 
seems to romanticise it – they do not locate the issue within a theoretical framework. The authors appear 
to assume that pointing out a lack of teacher professionalism is sufficient, without suggesting ways of 
reframing such professionalism to marry theory and practice and in the process democratising schools 
and putting to an end to corporal punishment. The gap we seek to address is how teacher professionalism 
can be reconceptualised to put an end to corporal punishment.

The researchers undertook a qualitative study located within the critical or transformative paradigm, a 
research approach that advocates that power relations must be addressed at each stage of the research 
process with the purpose of ensuring positive change in problematic contexts (Mertens, 2007). In line 
with this paradigm, participants from various social structures were selected to be part of this research 
with the aim of putting an end to corporal punishment. Data were generated from several workshops on 
the prevention of violence in schools, presented in two provinces of South Africa, namely Mpumalanga 
and KwaZulu-Natal. The data were generated through participatory action research (PAR), where 24 
respondents partook in research and these included school governing bodies, educators, learners and 
principals. We chose this approach to research because it is emancipatory, critical or transformative in 
nature, and values social justice as an underpinning factor to guide relations with the school contexts. To 
ensure the success of using PAR as an approach, we asked the participants to contribute freely and negate 
any forms of power deferential through understanding that the goal of research is not to expose political 
and educational muscles but to ensure equality towards achieving safe schools for all stakeholders. Since 
the researchers and participants are equally involved in the process, they take shared responsibility for 
the outcome of the research endeavour. In other words, participation, research and action are of major 
importance in such a partnership. PAR is mainly about relationships between the stakeholders involved 
in the research process, and the use of research as a tool for action (Kemmis & McTaggard, 2007). 
Thus, collective action is taken to bring about long-term solutions – in this instance, putting an end to 
schools-based violence and the use of corporal punishment in particular. PAR thus creates a democratic 
system that enables stakeholders to become actively involved in finding solutions to identified problems 
(Mahlomaholo, 2010). 

Data collection methods and procedures

The participants responded to questions such as the following: What are the causes of school violence related 
to teacher professionalism, and the absence of democracy in schools? How can teacher professionalism 
be reconstructed in an attempt to mitigate violence in South African schools? The responses to these 
questions enabled the researchers to distil several themes for discussion. These themes emanated from 
subjecting the generated data to the analytical lens suggested by Laws, Harper and Marcus (2003), which 
involves the following steps:

  Step 1: Reading and rereading all the collected data: the data from both the interviews and the 
questionnaires were read and reread to obtain the views of the participants.

  Step 2: Drawing up a preliminary list of themes arising from the data: major issues and themes were 
identified and arranged according to the two main research questions pertaining to this study.
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  Step 3: Re-reading the data: this compelled the researchers to verify whether the identified themes 
aligned with the participants’ comments, and corresponded to the research questions.

  Step 4: Linking the themes to quotations and notes: the themes emerging from the data were linked to 
various scholarly views.

  Step 5: Perusing the categories of themes to interpret them: in interpreting the data, the researchers 
remained cognisant of the research questions. 

  Step 6: Designing a tool to assist in discerning patterns in the data, in order to triangulate these during 
the data analysis process.

  Step 7: Interpreting the data and deriving meaning: this mainly related to highlighting the research 
findings and arranging material according to categories premised or guided by the research questions.

The data were coded independently by the researchers, before they met with the participants to ascertain 
whether the findings, as analysed, indeed reflected their views. Such verification confirmed the trustworthiness 
of the findings, and ensured the transferability thereof to other contexts (i.e. environments in which schools-
based violence is induced by a lack of teacher professionalism and failure to act democratically). 

Ethical considerations

The participants in this research were assured that their identities would not be revealed, and that their 
responses would not be used on any other platform without their prior consent (Fritz, 2008). The participants 
were at liberty to withdraw from the research at any stage, without suffering the consequences. The 
University of South Africa (Unisa) as part of the broader project ethically cleared the study: ‘Putting an end 
to corporal punishment’. In the spirit of PAR that ensures social justice and recognition of the contributions 
of participants, we did member checking to ensure that our analysis corresponds to what they had said 
during the research (Birt et al., 2016; Bygstad & Munkvold, 2007; Gunawan, 2015). The following 
section, which focuses on a discussion of the research, is divided into various themes in response to the 
research questions. 

This section presents findings that relate to causes of school violence linked to lack of teacher professionalism.

Autocratic handling of learners

One of the causes of violence in South African schools, which depicts a lack of teacher professionalism 
and democratisation, is the autocratic manner in which learners are treated. To shed light on this claim, 
two learners noted the following: 

  Teachers do not take our position, our feelings and expectations and as such we end up finding ways 
to make our voices known which sometimes include rebelling.

Another learner noted that 

  this school learners are not treated as people, we are just told things to do without explanation, when 
you seek explanation, you become a target for teachers, thus I leave my own way which often results 
in clashes.

 In addition, learners noted that 

   some teachers lack skills, be it interpersonal or intra-personal skills. They lack strategies in improving 
their performance or that of their learners

  PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 
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 they are not a life-long learner

 they disregard [   ] the rights of others

  [they are] anti-social and disregard [   ]  authority, when confronted they resort to use of corporal 
punishment. 

The learners’ sentiments speak to the extent to which teachers are not prepared to engage with them, 
certainly not as professional educators working towards the democratisation of our schools, consequently 
resorting to the use of corporal punishment. What emerges here that there is a need to reconceptualise 
how teachers are trained with the aim of infusing strategies to democratise classrooms as a way that can 
lessen the use of corporal punishment by the teachers. 

Buttressing the views of the learners (Harber, 2004; Mncube & Harber, 2013) argue that the dominant 
or hegemonic model globally remains authoritarian, rather than democratic. Unfortunately, education for, 
and in, democracy, human rights and critical awareness, are not primary characteristics of the majority 
of schooling systems. In most schools, power over what is taught, and how, where and when it is taught 
and learned, and what the general learning environment is like, is not in the hands of learners and when 
this abnormality is questioned, teachers resort to the use of corporal punishment. In an attempt to address 
this challenge there is a need to cultivate a culture of tolerance and respect for others, having a voice 
(participating and expressing views), sharing and disseminating knowledge, valuing equity and equality, 
and granting learners the opportunity to make their own judgements and choices (Harber, 2004). This 
should be infused in the initial teacher education and inculcated through various workshops aimed to 
enhance and foster teacher professionalism. 

Lack of giving feedback to learners

The data revealed that a lack of professionalism in many South African schools may be evident in teachers 
failing to give learners feedback on their work. There is a general tendency amongst teachers not to mark 
learners’ work, which frustrates the learners and is a breach of teachers’ professional ethical standards 
(SACE, 2011). A school governing body (SGB) member noted that 

  some teachers here are betraying us as parents, just imagine, for the whole month a child’s work is 
left unmarked yet learners need to prepare for matric examination, this just frustrates the learners and 
incite violence and enmity between educators and learners. 

In supporting the observation, one principal noted:

  I am always up in arms with some of my teachers who are exhibiting lack of professionalism by not 
marking learners’ work. Marking learners’ work is the only constant communication that the school has 
with the learner and the parents, failure to do; frictions are created unnecessary in schools. 

In light of this, du Plessis (2015) argues that displaying children’s artwork, posting academic work 
prominently throughout the building, respecting students’ diversity establishes a climate that demonstrates 
care and a sense of community.  A principal who participated in the focus group described an unprofessional 
teacher as someone 

  not willing to assist, [who] does not have work ethics, does not respect, [is] not duty conscious, not 
committed to their work. 

Feedback is one of the most powerful influences on learning and achievement (Hattie & Timperley, 2007), 
without which learning is meaningless – that causes frustration among learners and creates tension 
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between them and their teachers. When learners challenge the lack of professionalism, which is evident in 
their work not being marked, teachers tend to resort to using corporal punishment, rather than addressing 
their own negligence.

Teacher absenteeism 

Apart from failing to give learners feedback, it also emerged from the focus group discussions that another 
contributing factor to school violence was teacher absenteeism. A parent noted that 

  in one school I cannot name, we as parents have a problem with two teachers that are always absent, 
we have tried to report the issue to the district but it seems it doesn’t work since it appears the teachers 
are always protected. Because of their absence, learners are left alone to engage in various activities 
which often results in violence. 

In supporting this observation, a teacher noted, that

  the department is to blame for teacher absenteeism because they do not have effect punishment 
measures on teachers that are always absent in schools, beside issues of absenteeism in schools 
depends on how you are close to the principal. So teacher absenteeism affects us teachers as we 
are confronted with load that we cannot carry, thus learners are left unattended, opening ways for 
violence.

Commenting on teacher absenteeism, Musyoki (2015) notes that it is one of the most serious transgressions 
of ethics facing institutions worldwide. Much attention has been focused on learners’ school attendance 
and the impact that frequent absences have on student learning (Finlayson, 2009), with little attention being 
given to how teacher absenteeism affects schools-based violence. Teacher absenteeism presents significant 
barriers to equitable and effective instruction, by undermining stable learning environments and inhibiting 
student success – the implications of this can be profoundly detrimental and far-reaching (Knoster, 2016). 
When challenged, many teachers resort to authoritarian means which, when resisted, result in corporal 
punishment being meted out – despite the fact that it is unconstitutional – and such punishment becomes a 
means to silence learners, consequently, causing physical harm, mental and behavioural health problems, 
and impaired achievement (Gershoff, 2017). Thus, with the lens of CER, it is critical that school conditions 
are transformed and it can only happen if the reality is named and problematised (McLaren, 1995).

Love relationship with learners

Romantic relationships between teachers and learners constitute one of the leading causes of school 
violence, and are emblematic of a lack of teacher professionalism. Love relationships create competition 
between learners and teachers, which often ends to teachers resorting to corporal punishment, as a 
counter strategy to deal with social issues under the disguise of addressing delinquency at school. A 
learner noted that 

  teachers use money to entice our girls, they end up dating teachers because they offer them money, yet 
we can’t. So as a result, we clash with teachers so that we can win back our girls. 

Another student echoed these sentiments: 

  I notice that most of the problems we have in schools are linked to love relationships. Once a teacher 
proposes or sleep with a learner, respect ends and in order for the teacher to gain control, violence 
becomes an option.
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Such relationships reproduce and perpetuate violence (Harber, 2004). The main fault in a teacher-learner 
relationship is the lopsided power equation: the teacher occupies an influential position (KwaZulu-Natal 
DoE, 2016), which creates an undemocratic environment, which where conflict arises, teachers have 
the upper hand and resort to the use of corporal punishment. This negates those power negotiations 
which Foucault (1995) proposes as a means to end school violence. Hence, the authors concur with the 
suggestion that, because of power imbalances, it is a risk for students to enter into any kind of romantic 
or sexual relationship with teachers (Davis, n.d.). 

Aggressive language and verbal abuse

Teachers’ use of derogatory or aggressive language was noted as one of the factors contributing to 
school violence. The art of responding in an adult way to learners’ misbehaviour has a great impact on 
the democratisation of schools – and more so on the promotion of safety in schools. Power relationships, 
when not managed well, have sufficient impetus to spark violence. In buttressing this observation, Davids 
and Waghid (2016) note that the aggression, which some teachers display, appears to be especially 
problematic. One principal of a KwaZulu-Natal school noted,

  The problem I have in my school is the failure by some teachers to handle learners. Many teachers 
think being vocal or use of intimidating language solves [the] problem, which in the contrary propels 
violence.

Similarly, one learner noted, 

  we end up fighting with teachers because they use language that reduces learners, especially on 
learners that become pregnant in school. So such learners often want to prove that they are also adults, 
and eventually violence erupts.

In addition, a parent participating in the focus group discussion noted that undemocratic teachers are 
seen to be 

  busy with private ventures…[they indulge in] alcohol abuse…[such a teacher] lacks leadership and 
strategic direction…lacks commitment…[is] involved in tenders…[there is a] general decay of the moral 
fibre in society and teachers are a reflection of this…over-politicisation and lack of understanding 
of unionism…[there are] unqualified teachers…teachers suffocating under financial debts…teachers 
frustrated by too many programmes. 

In support of the foregoing arguments, Leoschut and Bonora (2007) contend that increased exposure to, 
and the reinforcement of, aggression and violence serve to normalise such behaviour, thus contributing 
to an increasingly violent society. This negates the observation by Tdole and Mmankoto (2014) that 
communities and societies hope teachers can show learners that their lives and futures can be different, by 
modelling behaviours that are oriented towards promoting peace.

When a language of violence is answered with a language of violence, then society disintegrates under 
the weight of languages that are devoid of humane engagement and caring (Davids & Waghid, 2016). 
The problem is that the majority of teachers have deeply ingrained negativity and scepticism towards 
their jobs and towards developmental programmes aimed at their teaching practices, as they have mostly 
experienced these as seriously inadequate (De Clercq, 2013). In the quest to democratise schools and 
mitigate schools-based violence and informed by CER, we agree with Davids and Waghid (2016) that 
when learners are exposed to a language of mutual engagement, instead of corporal punishment or 
exclusion from the classroom, they will learn what it means to engage with the other in a language that is 
not necessarily constituted by disregard, ignorance and harm.
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Reconceptualising teacher professionalism in South Africa, in response to violence

This section of the article attempts to respond to the research question by investigating how teacher 
professionalism in South Africa can be conceptualised to respond to violence in schools. First, it appears 
an apt moment to begin by defining what is meant by ‘teacher professionalism’. According to SACE 
(2011), they are tasked with a sociological project (that centres on the work and status of teaching 
as a profession) as well as a pedagogical project (that centres on the internal quality of teaching as a 
profession), with its relative control in making autonomous decisions regarding teaching practices. In 
addition, Talbert and McLaughlin (1994: 126) view 

  professionalism as being built on a specialised knowledge base and shared standards of practice; a 
strong service ethic and a commitment to meeting the client’s needs; a strong personal identification 
with, and commitment to, the occupation; and collegial versus bureaucratic control over entry to, and 
performance evaluations and retentions in the profession. 

In this paper, corporal punishment as an indicator for the lack of professionalism is defined as administering 
ear twisting; ear pulling; slapping; beating; whipping with a cane or rod; forcing students to stand outside 
the classroom, in a corner, with hands up, holding ears, in the sun; and forced sit-ups (Cheruvalath & 
Tripath, 2015). It is also used to indicate the way that teachers think about their profession, why they 
should be professional, and how they behave and implement their knowledge and skills which are related 
to their profession to create a conducive learning environment (Wardoyo, Herdiani & Salika, 2017). In 
addition, teacher professionalism includes adhering to ethical standards set by the South African Council 
of Educators (SACE), which prohibits the use of corporal punishment. Unfortunately, some educators, 
teacher unions and other quarters of the profession do not deliver adequately on its mandate to ensure 
teacher professionalism (SACE, 2011).

The challenge posed by a lack of teacher professionalism in this country is arguably a remnant of the 
colonial era. Post 1994, a new socio-political and educational configuration emerged, with implications 
for the professionalisation of teaching, as well as the social construction of teacher professionalism (De 
Clercq, 2013). Echoing these sentiments, Msibi and Mchunu (2013: 19) state that the ‘challenges of the 
present education system are largely rooted in the historical apartheid construction of teachers, which 
positioned white teachers as professional while casting black (African) teachers as mere technicians’. 
Maphosa et al. (2012) argue that teachers often hide behind the education department, the standards, 
the examinations and the (lack of) resources, when taken to task about their poor instruction, their lack of 
adequate care for the learners and their limited commitment to duty. In responding to the research question 
underpinning this section, four issues were raised as ways in which teacher professionalism in South Africa 
can be conceptualised to mitigate school violence and bring about the greater democratisation of schools. 
The four discussed below are: teachers charged for neglecting duty, infusion of professional studies in 
initial teacher education, in-service training to promote professionalism, and formation of parent, teachers 
and learners associations.

Being charged with neglect of duty

The second aspect of reconceptualising what it means to be a teacher, is for the Department to take 
measures against teachers who deliberately violate the ethical and professional standards of their 
profession. This will make educators value their work and strive to ensure that teaching as a profession is 
respected. During the workshop, one respondent noted that 

  the challenge is that the department is taking light penalty for the teachers that are neglecting their 
duties because of the fear of teacher unions, so the solution to enhance teacher professionalism is to 
charge misguided teachers so that others will learn. 
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Another respondent noted that 

  punishing teachers who show wayward behaviours is the only way to bring sanity in teacher 
professionalism, without that our schools in the near future will be warzones because of misguided 
teachers. 

Stricter control is possible if the Department develops various monitoring tools to deal with such 
shortcomings or any neglect in showing professionalism. Wayward teachers can and should be charged 
if uncompromising monitoring systems are in place. Such monitoring, as suggested by Prew (2009), will 
compel teachers to adhere to ethical standards. Oversight can be in the hands of external, independent 
bodies, as well as the community in which the school is located. While this may contribute to teacher 
professionalism, it is imperative to remain cognisant of the role played by governments and teacher 
unions, which may complicate efforts to reconceptualise teacher professionalism in this country. The 
authors concur with De Clercq (2013) that the social construction of teacher professionalism continues to 
be monopolised (albeit also being contested) by education departments and unions, with their conflicting 
agendas. Lunenberg, Dengerink and Korthagen (2014) note that because teacher education is ubiquitous 
and an integral component of education systems worldwide, concentrating on the organisation of teacher 
education has overshadowed the development of deeper understandings of those who work in the system.

Infusion of professional studies in teacher training

Zimbabwe, which has arguably maintained a level of ethics and professionalism among its teaching 
cohort, has infused in teacher training colleges and university courses teacher professionalism as a way 
of instilling the strict ethical values that make someone a good and valued teacher. By emulating this 
example, South African universities and teacher training colleges will generate deep changes in the 
intellectual knowledge, mindsets and values of teachers (De Clercq, 2013). Bear in mind that Creasy 
(2015: 23) defines professionalism as an art of ‘preparing aspiring educators to possess and demonstrate 
the knowledge, skills and dispositions needed to be an effective instructor’. During the workshop, one 
participant noted that for 

 teacher professionalism to be instilled in teachers, it must be taught as a major subject to all teachers. 

Through professional studies in teacher training, as suggested by Hutchings (2016), there is a possibility 
of producing teachers who exhibit caring demeanours, a willingness to go above and beyond the time 
spent in the classroom to help their learners, the ability to reach children who are not engaged, and a 
personal knowledge of each student which will enable the educator to help them find their passion as 
individuals.

In-service workshops to promote professionalism

The issue of teacher professionalism cannot be left to teacher training colleges and universities, but has to 
cascade down to various districts by engaging in more frequent teacher professionalism refresher courses, 
as a way to enhance this attribute. Workshops allow teachers to address problematic issues as they arise, 
for instance violence involving cell phones. Such interventions allow teachers to share their experiences 
and the solutions they reach. The issue of constant workshops was raised by one principal, who noted that 

  workshops allow us to be in touch with the realities that happen in the contemporary classroom and 
through workshops we share ways to address school violence, lack of teacher professionalism and 
democratisation of schools. 

Through in-service training in teacher professionalism there is a possibility that teachers will no longer 
need to champion their vocation as a professional line of work, or to resort to physical violence to maintain 
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discipline. Through related in-service experiences, teachers can discover the negative impact of using 
corporal punishment, especially when it transpires that it can lead to their dismissal from service.

Teacher, parents and learners’ associations

Teachers and learners are the end users of the curriculum, thus it is important that within schools 
associations are formed where learners, parents and teachers can enter into dialogue to find the best 
ways of overcoming the challenges confronting them as educational stakeholders. In the process, they 
will be promoting democracy. The result will be democratic schools that foster the values of peaceful 
conflict resolution and decision-making through discussion and participation – among all stakeholders 
(Harber, 2004). Such an approach is important since change happens when people collaborate to solve 
a common problem. One focus group participant (a parent) noted that 

  all we need to address school violence is for us teachers and learners to form associations in each and 
every school, to discuss problematic issues such as discipline that arise in our schools. 

Another parent added that a democratic teacher is someone who is 

  consultative, promotes delegation without abdicating their authority, a problem solver [who] promotes 
information exchange and teamwork as opposed to an authoritarian. An authoritarian is prescriptive 
and instructional.

The value of associations which give voice to all stakeholders is that the power of the dominant figures 
(in this case the teachers) is negotiated towards striking a balance in relationships that evoke democracy 
and mutual respect. That is the essence of a Foucauldian notion of power dynamics. If schools are to 
educate for democracy, then they must practise what they preach. They must be organised in such a way 
as to develop democratic skills and values through experience (Harber, 2004). As suggested by Harber 
(2004), this amalgamation will establish a culture of non-violence, which requires citizens to be committed 
to peaceful conflict management through discussion, negotiation, cooperation and compromise, based 
on mutual respect among differing parties. The reconceptualising of teacher professionalism in order to 
make schools more democratic, must also involve working to avoid a lowering of expectations and a 
deprofessionalising of teaching, which simply convert schools into factories where the workers (teachers) 
merely have to follow a set manual (curriculum) to produce a particular product (learners) (Msibi & Mchunu, 
2013). Despite the pitfalls exhibited by a lack of teacher professionalism, Harber (2004) believes there 
are powerful arguments for greater democracy and teacher professionalism, in particular in ending the 
use of corporal punishment. 

This article has addressed the causes of school violence, which are associated with a lack of teacher 
professionalism and democracy. Several researchers have pointed out that learners are at the forefront 
of championing school violence, yet the contention put forward here, is that school violence is (in part) 
attributable to a lack of teacher professionalism and their negligence in recognising that democracy 
must be a key element of contemporary schooling. The authors suggested ways in which teacher 
professionalism can be conceptualised to put an end to corporal punishment. The argument made here 
is that for schools-based violence to end in South Africa, the focus must not only be on the learners but 
also on teachers who, through lack of professionalism and democratic approaches, fuel such violence. 
The authors therefore recommend that teacher professionalism and democracy be prioritised in schools 
as a means of creating safe learning environments. In addition, power relationships in schools should be 
negotiated, to avoid resistance and any counter-hegemonic strategies that have the impetus to promote 
violence in our classrooms. 

  CONCLUSION
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