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This study explores how a social connectedness intervention can inform knowledge 
on teacher resilience within the Global South, using the case of South African prima-
ry school teachers working in under-resourced settings. The primary objective of our 
research was to examine how an arts-based social connectedness intervention can 
inform knowledge on teacher resilience, particularly in contexts characterised by sys-
temic inequality and adversity. The intervention, known as the Isithebe intervention, is 
grounded in the Relationship-Resourced Resilience (RRR) theory, which posits that 
resilience is enabled through interpersonal relationships and communal support. 
A quantitative approach was employed, using two structured questionnaires admi-
nistered at two distinct time points: pre-intervention and post-intervention. Quanti-
tative measurement included culturally adapted versions of the ENTRÉE teacher re-
silience and REPSSI social connectedness subscales, selected to capture shifts in 
key domains of teacher resilience and social connectedness while respecting local 
linguistic and literacy contexts. Results demonstrated significant improvements in 
both teacher resilience and social connectedness, particularly in trust and emotional 
regulation, suggesting that context-sensitive, culturally grounded interventions can 
effectively support teacher well-being. Rather than focusing on scale validation, the 
study contributes to the emerging body of research on relational resilience strategies 
in low- and middle-income countries and illustrates the utility of arts-based, commu-
nity-centred interventions in strengthening teacher support systems.
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The socio-economic landscape of South Africa presents complex and 
enduring challenges that directly impact teachers’ motivation, well-being, 
and resilience. Although South Africa is classified as an upper-middle-in-
come country, it remains one of the most unequal societies in the wor-
ld, with a high Gini index and entrenched disparities that reflect structural 
inequality1 [World Bank, 2018]. Education is a critical vehicle for addres-
sing these inequities by equipping learners with the skills necessary 
to poverty. However, the education system remains under-resourced, 
shaped by the enduring legacy of apartheid and widespread socio-eco-
nomic hardship [Francis, Webster, 2019]. Teachers in public schools, par-
ticularly in impoverished, peri-urban communities, contend with multiple 
systemic challenges, including overcrowded classrooms, poor infrastruc-
ture, disciplinary difficulties, extended workloads, and low learner achie-
vement [Ebersöhn, Loots, 2017; OECD, 2019].

These circumstances necessitate contextually grounded interven-
tions that are responsive to the lived realities of teachers in the Global 
South. Much of the research on teacher resilience has been generated 
in high-income contexts, such as Australia, Canada, Europe, and the 
United States [Beltman, Mansfield, Price, 2011; Gu, Day, 2013; Wos-
nitza et al., 2018]. Early studies in these regions focused on individual 
coping mechanisms to manage occupational stress, yet contempora-
ry research increasingly conceptualises resilience as a dynamic, rela-
tional, and systemic process [Day, Gu, 2013; Ungar, 2012]. This evol-
ving view is particularly salient in resource-constrained environments, 
where external support structures, such as collegial networks, effec-
tive leadership, and community engagement, play a vital role in ena-
bling teachers to adapt positively [Coetzee, 2013; Mansfield, Beltman, 
Price, 2018; Ebersöhn, 2012; 2013; 2015; 2019].

Consequently, this study aims not simply to adapt measurement 
tools, but to respond to a broader research question: How can a so-
cial connectedness intervention with teachers in peri-urban primary 
schools in a challenged educational context inform knowledge on tea-
cher resilience? In addressing this question, the study contributes to 
the body of knowledge on how social support mechanisms, particu-
larly those rooted in local cultural values, can foster resilience among 
educators in the Global South. While adapted measurement tools were 
used to track changes, they served primarily as instruments to explore 
and capture contextually situated insights, not as standalone contri-
butions to psychometric scale development.

	 1	 OECD: Income inequality: https://data.oecd.org/inequality/income-inequality.
htm (accessed 07.09.2025).
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This study introduces the Isithebe social connectedness intervention as 
a culturally grounded response to the relational dimensions of teacher 
resilience, in alignment with the Relationship-Resourced Resilience 
(RRR) theory [Ebersöhn, 2013; 2019; 2021]. Rooted in Afrocentric epis-
temologies and the African philosophy of Ubuntu, which prioritise com-
munal support and collective well-being [Koopman, Koopman, 2023], 
the intervention centres on strengthening interpersonal relationships 
among teachers. Informed by systemic models of resilience [Ungar, 
2012], the intervention supports the idea that resilience is enabled not 
only by individual traits but also by social ecologies, including peer sup-
port and shared problem-solving [Ebersöhn, Loots, 2017].

Rather than aiming to validate new instruments, the primary goal 
of the study was to explore how a low-cost, culturally embedded in-
tervention could enhance social connectedness, thereby advancing 
understanding of teacher resilience in a high-adversity context. The 
measurement tools common for this type of exploration — the tea-
cher resilience questionnaire and the REPSSI social connectedness 
questionnaire — were adapted for cultural relevance. The teacher re-
silience questionnaire focuses on motivation, emotional regulation, 
and contextual competence, while the social connectedness ques-
tionnaire draws on OPHI’s framework to assess internal indicators of 
belonging, trust, and relatedness [Bandeira, Mazibuko, 2017; Zavale-
ta, Samuel, Mills, 2014]. These tools were used not as the focal point 
of the study, but as means of generating empirical insight into how re-
lational interventions impact resilience in the Global South.

The Isithebe intervention is symbolically named after the isiZulu 
word for a woven mat used in communal gatherings, reinforcing its 
focus on connection, mutual support, and community building. It is 
structured around a practical manual guiding monthly teacher gathe-
rings, incorporating arts-based reflective activities designed to faci-
litate trust, empathy, and shared experience. A preparatory six-hour 
training session was conducted to introduce participants to the inter-
vention toolkit and create a baseline of relational rapport [Ebersöhn 
et  al., 2020]. These sessions established a safe and collaborative 
space for teachers to reflect on their lived experiences and co-create 
strategies for managing adversity.

By grounding the intervention in local culture and relational theo-
ry and using culturally relevant measurement tools to capture change, 
the study offers a novel contribution to resilience research in the Glo-
bal South. The intervention serves as a prototype for future scalable 
approaches aimed at building supportive educational ecosystems in 
resource-constrained settings.

The study employed purposive sampling to select six public primary 
schools in the Nelson Mandela Metropole, chosen based on their so-
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cio-economic challenges, and convenience sampling to recruit par-
ticipating teachers from these schools. The schools were selected to 
reflect resource constraints typical of the Global South, characterised 
by high learner-to-teacher ratios and limited access to basic services. 
The teachers were recruited based on availability and willingness to 
participate, with selection criteria focusing on their ability to commit 
to the intervention. This approach ensured the inclusion of teachers 
who could engage meaningfully in the intervention, aligning with our 
research objectives2.

Thirty-six teachers participated in the initial pre-intervention data col-
lection, with varying attendance throughout the intervention phases. 
A total of 22 teachers completed both pre- and post-intervention ques-
tionnaires, providing a robust sample for analysis. The average par-
ticipant age was 49.46, mirroring national and international trends of 
an ageing teaching workforce [Versfeld, 2022]. The educational qua-
lifications in the sample were consistent with national patterns, with 
most teachers holding a Diploma in Education and the rest having a 
Bachelor of Education degree. 

Fig. 1. Teacher attendance: Intervention implementation

Out of the 36 teachers at the pre-intervention data collection, 
30  participated in the intervention training, 21 did in the first tea-
cher-researcher meeting, and 30 in the second. For the post-inter-
vention, “20 teachers attended, of which 15 had been present at the 
pre-intervention. Seven teachers sent post-test questionnaires via 
email, constituting 22 completed pre- and post-test questionnaires. 

	 2	 The studies involving humans were approved by the Faculty Committee for Re-
search and Ethics at UP. The studies were conducted in accordance with the lo-
cal legislation and institutional requirements. The participants provided their 
written informed consent to participate in this study. Written informed consent 
was obtained from the individuals for the publication of any potentially identi-
fiable images or data included in this article. 

	 The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any commer-
cial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.
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Two teachers who were present at the pre-intervention data collec-
tion did not participate in the intervention, and five teachers who par-
ticipated in the intervention were not present at the pre-intervention” 
[Versfeld, 2022. P. 100]. Figure 1 provides an overview of teacher at-
tendance throughout the intervention. 

A quantitative approach was employed, using two structured ques-
tionnaires administered at two distinct time points: pre-intervention 
and post-intervention. Each questionnaire was designed to measure 
two key constructs, namely teacher resilience and social connecte-
dness, using standardised scales to capture changes over time. This 
approach enabled a clear comparison of data collected before and af-
ter the intervention to assess its impact on these constructs.

The teacher resilience questionnaire included items drawn from 
several established scales, such as the FIT-Choice scale [Watt, Ri-
chardson, 2007], the ENTRÉE project [Peixoto et al., 2018], the BriTE 
(Building Resilience in Teacher Education) project [Mansfield, Belt-
man, Price, 2018], the FIRE (First-year Initial Teacher Education Re-
silience) project at the University of Pretoria [Coetzee, 2013], and an 
asset-based framework developed by Morgan [2011]. The second ins-
trument used to assess social connectedness incorporated items from 
the Oxford Poverty and Human Development Initiative (OPHI) [Zavale-
ta, Samuel, Mills, 2017] and the REPSSI (Regional Psychosocial Sup-
port Initiative) scales [REPSSI, 2016]. While several scales defined 
the overall instrument design, the study focused specifically on the  
ENTRÉE and REPSSI scales due to their relevance to the interven-
tion objectives and their established reliability in measuring teacher 
resilience and social connectedness within the context of the study.

Although a mixed-methods approach was used to produce the 
overall research design, this article focuses exclusively on the quan-
titative dimension, specifically to explore how existing measurement 
instruments can be adapted and applied in culturally and contextual-
ly diverse Global South settings. The aim was not to present the qua-
litative findings but rather to investigate how quantitative measure-
ment tools, such as the ENTRÉE teacher resilience and REPSSI social 
connectedness subscales, can be sensitively adjusted and imple-
mented in under-resourced educational environments.

The ENTRÉE instrument comprises eight scales that measure various 
domains of teacher resilience (TR). In this study, the teacher resilience 
questionnaire included items from seven of these scales: teacher pro-
fessionalism (TR-Prof), teacher emotion (TR-Emot), teacher moti-
vation (TR-Mot), sense of coherence (TR-Soc), self-efficacy (Resi-
lience), teacher efficacy (TeachEff), and contextual factors [Ebersöhn 
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et al., 2020]. The participants completed this questionnaire both pre- 
and post-intervention to capture changes in these domains over the 
course of the intervention. The responses were recorded using the 
7-point Likert scale: (i) Level of agreement, ranging from “Do not agree 
at all” (1) to “Strongly agree” (7), and (ii) Confidence levels, from “Ab-
solutely Not Confident” (1) to “Strongly Confident” (7).

Each domain in the ENTRÉE instrument measures a specific as-
pect of resilience. For instance, TR-Prof assesses teachers’ profes-
sional goals, commitment, organisational skills, and teaching compe-
tencies. TR-Emot focuses on elements crucial for resilience, such as 
enjoyment, humour, and emotional regulation [Ibid.]. TR-Mot includes 
aspects like optimism and intrinsic motivation [Peixoto et al., 2018], 
while TR-Soc refers to coping mechanisms for navigating challenges 
[Ibid.]. Self-efficacy relates to the capacity to recover from adversity, 
while TeachEff addresses confidence in classroom behaviour and ef-
fectiveness [Ibid.]. The contextual factors section evaluates the ex-
ternal and internal protective resources teachers utilise to adapt and 
overcome job challenges, including heavy workload, staffing issues, 
and disciplinary problems [Ebersöhn et al., 2020; Coetzee, 2013].

The REPSSI social connectedness questionnaire, guided by OPHI’s 
operational definition of social connectedness, was used to assess 
both external and internal dimensions of social connectedness and 
social isolation [Bandeira, Mazibuko, 2017]. The participants comple-
ted the questionnaire pre- and post-intervention to measure changes 
in their levels of social connectedness. This instrument draws on 
OPHI’s framework, which highlights the significance of healthy rela-
tionships, respect, and freedom from humiliation, particularly in re-
source-limited environments. The questionnaire includes items based 
on research into social capital, social cohesion, and social exclusion, 
alongside psychological theories of loneliness [Zavaleta et al., 2014]. 
For this study, the external indicators measured aspects such as the 
frequency of social interactions, support from social networks, reci-
procity, and volunteerism. The internal indicators assessed content-
ment with social relationships, the need for relatedness, feelings of 
belonging, loneliness, and trust. Specific items were selected and 
adapted to measure internal social connectedness, categorised into 
sub-dimensions such as “Building Relationships”, “Need for Relate-
dness”, “Belonging vs Loneliness/Isolation”, and “Trust”.

While the conceptual foundation of the REPSSI social connecte-
dness questionnaire is appropriate for use in Global South contexts 
[Versfeld, 2022], its technical psychometric properties are still under 
development, as the instrument lacks a published technical manual and 
does not yet provide formal reliability or validity coefficients. However, 
for the purposes of this exploratory study, internal consistency of the 
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adapted internal social connectedness subscales was tested and found 
to be acceptable, with Cronbach’s alpha values ranging from 0.683 to 
0.710. This level of reliability aligns with thresholds considered accep-
table for exploratory social science research [Daud et al., 2018], and jus-
tifies using the tool within this specific intervention context.

The quantitative analysis focused on the 22 teachers who com-
pleted the ENTRÉE teacher resilience scale at both pre- and post-in-
tervention time points, allowing for matched comparisons of change 
over time. 14 responses were excluded from the analysis due to mis-
sing post-intervention data, thereby ensuring consistency and accu-
racy in the statistical comparisons. As is common in school-based in-
tervention research, participant retention was affected by systemic 
and logistical constraints [Zimmerman, 2018]. Although 36 teachers 
completed baseline measures, only 22 submitted post-intervention 
assessments, with attrition likely due to professional demands, trans-
port difficulties, or scheduling conflicts—barriers frequently reported 
in similar studies [Ebersöhn, 2019]. 

To assess the reliability of both instruments, Cronbach’s alpha was 
used, and values above 0.6 were considered acceptable [Daud et al., 
2018]. Construct validity was evaluated through Spearman correla-
tion coefficients. Convergent validity was supported where items wit-
hin the same subscale showed stronger inter-item correlations, while 
discriminant validity was indicated by weaker correlations between 
items across different subscales. Although detailed correlation ma-
trices are not shown due to space constraints, the observed pattern 
supported construct validity for both the ENTRÉE and REPSSI instru-
ments, with Cronbach’s alpha ranging from 0.636 to 0.893 (ENTRÉE) 
and from 0.683 to 0.710 (REPSSI).

Table 1 Provides a description and example items for both quanti-
tative measures used in the current study.

Table 1. Description and example items for the quantitative instruments

Subscale Description Example item

Adapted ENTRÉE 
measure

TR-Prof Comprises organisational and teaching 
abilities, professional objectives and de-
dication

“I am well organised in my 
school work”

TR-Emot Encompasses key elements essential for 
resilience, such as emotional regulation, 
humour and enjoyment

“After reflection, I can usually 
find the funny side of challen-
ging school situations”

TR-Mot Merges optimism and intrinsic motivation “It’s important to me that I put 
in effort to do my job well”

TR-Soc Describes the coping strategies teachers 
utilise to understand and navigate challen-
ging circumstances

“In my work, I can look at a si-
tuation in a number of ways to 
find a solution”



Jessica Versfeld, Liesel Ebersöhn, Ronél Ferreira, Marien Alet Graham  
Measuring Teacher Resilience in the Global South

http://vo.hse.ru� 147

Subscale Description Example item

TeachEff Evaluates the beliefs of educators regar-
ding their behaviour and capabilities in the 
field of education

“My objective is to help child-
ren focus on learning tasks 
and avoid distractions”

Resilience Describes teachers’ capacity to bounce 
back when confronted with difficulties and 
a set of skills that are employed to ma-
nage adversity

“Not getting disheartened is 
essential for me even when 
children’s circumstances make 
it difficult”

Contextual factors Assesses the factors that maintain tea-
chers in their profession, including the 
ability to instill hope in learners, demons-
trate empathy, maintain a positive attitude, 
and take inspiration from their spirituality

“I want to be a teacher who 
instils hope in learners even in 
the face of many obstacles”

Adapted REPSSI 
SC measure

Building rela-
tionships

Evaluates the perceived ability to form and 
maintain connections with others

“I am skilled in building rela-
tionships for the community”

Social support Relatedness with a variety of members of 
one’s community

“I get along well with people I 
come into contact with”

Social isolation Questions regarding loneliness as op-
posed to a sense of belonging

“I feel that no one really knows 
me”

Trust Measures the extent to which others in the 
community are perceived to be trustworthy

“Are there people in your com-
munity worth trusting”

Figure 2 presents the mean scale scores for teacher resilience pre- 
and post-intervention and indicates initial high pre-intervention tea-
cher resilience levels for in-service  teachers from the six primary 
schools challenged by severe deprivation3. Thus, the pre-interven-
tion scores for teacher resilience of the teachers in the sample were 
high across all seven scales.

Fig. 2. Teacher resilience pre- and post-intervention: mean scale score comparison

	 3	 The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article will be made available by 
the authors, without undue reservation.
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The pre- and post-intervention teacher resilience responses were 
compared using the Wilcoxon Signed-Rank Test (WSR) test for the 
22 participants who completed the questionnaire at both time points 
(see Table 2).

Table 2. Results of WSR tests for teacher resilience

n = 22 Mean (SD) WSR test
Scale Pre Post Test statistic p-Value

Teacher professionalism 33.23 
(3.518)

36.65 
(3.619)

−3.510 .001*

Teacher emotion 21.23 
(2.581)

23.55 
(3.622)

−2.136 .033*

Teacher motivation 67.50 
(6.906)

75.50 
(6.731)

−3.281 .001*

Teacher sense of cohesion 22.86 
(2.678)

25.91 
(1.659)

−3.699 .001*

Self-efficacy 55.95 
(5.925)

53.15 
(7.778)

−3.056 .002*

Contextual 57.58 
(10.352)

59.86 
(6.552)

−1.165 .255

Teacher efficacy 67.86 
(7.530)

75.68 
(12.255)

−2.777 .005*

* Statistically significant (p < 0.05).

From Table 2, the p-values of the WSR test for all scales except 
for the contextual one are less than 0.05, indicating a significant diffe-
rence between the pre- and post-test scores for these scales. To in-
vestigate which score (the pre- or post-test) was higher, the means are 
considered, and for all scales with a significant difference, the scores 
of the post-test score are higher, except for the self-efficacy scale, 
where it is lower.

Figure 3, presenting the composite scale scores for social connec-
tedness pre- and post-intervention  scores, indicated initial high 
pre-intervention social connectedness levels for in-service teachers 
from the six primary schools challenged by severe deprivation. Thus, 
the pre-intervention scores for social connectedness of the teachers 
in the sample were high across all four scales: building relationships, 
social support, social isolation, and trust.

The pre- and post-intervention social connectedness responses 
were compared using the WSR test for the 22 participants who com-
pleted the questionnaire at both time points (see Table 3).

Table  3  shows significant differences between the SC pre- and 
the post-test  for the overall score as well as the Trust scale, where 
both scores are significantly higher for post-intervention. The signifi-
cant differences between the social connectedness pre- and the post-
test for the overall score and total Scale 4 (Trust) are apparent in fi-
gure 3, showing the mean scores. This confirms the findings from the 
WSR test that for total Scales 1, 2 and 3, there are no significant diffe-
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rences in pre- and post-test SC results. The pre- and post-test mean 
scores are the total scores of the items they comprise for the social 
connectedness measure. Figure 3 displays the mean scores of pre- 
and post-test social connectedness scale scores.

Table 3. Results of WSR tests for social connectedness

Mean (SD) WSR test

n = 22 Pre Post Test statistic p-Value

Total score 57.30 
(3.350)

60.17 
(3.243)

−3.377 .001*

Building Relationships 7.77 
(0.528)

7.55 
(1.405)

−0.425 .671

Need for Relatedness 20.48 
(1.275)

20.91 
(1.443)

−1.092 .275

Belonging vs Loneliness (social iso-
lation)

10.74 
(1.096)

11.09 
(1.125)

−1.248 .212

Trust 18.65 
(1.748)

20.61 
(1.971)

−3.137 .002*

* Statistically significant (p < 0.05)

The current study significantly advances the understanding of quan-
titative measurement within the African context, focusing particu-
larly on teacher resilience. The integration of the Isithebe interven-
tion, which is rooted in Afrocentric principles, effectively addresses 
the socio-cultural, economic, and infrastructural challenges that are 
prevalent in the Global South [De Gouveia, Ebersöhn, 2019]. Such 
challenges have historically constrained the applicability and effica-
cy of conventional research tools (often designed in the Global Nor-
th) in capturing the nuanced realities of African settings [Ebersöhn, 

Discussion: 
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in Africa
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2019; Theron, 2016]. This highlights a critical need for culturally sen-
sitive methodologies that incorporate local knowledge systems and 
community practices, ensuring that data collection methods resonate 
with participants' lived experiences and contextual realities [Gu, Day, 
2013; Mansfield, Beltman, Price, 2018; Ungar, 2012].

One of the most pressing issues when conducting research in the 
Global South is making sure that measurement tools are both cultu-
rally sensitive and contextually relevant. Standardised instruments, ty-
pically developed within Western contexts, may fail to resonate with 
African participants due to substantial differences in cultural norms, 
languages, and socio-economic conditions [De Gouveia, Ebersöhn, 
2019]. This inconsistency can lead to misinterpretations, potentially 
resulting in inaccurate data and undermining the validity of research 
findings. In Africa, the diversity of languages and dialects, alongside 
varying literacy levels, makes the translation and adaptation of survey 
instruments essential for accurate data collection [Cohen, Manion, 
Morrison, 2018; Salimi, Bozorgpour, 2012]. Additionally, socio-econo-
mic realities, such as limited access to technology and infrastructure, 
further complicate the implementation of conventional research me-
thodologies, necessitating innovative, contextually appropriate solu-
tions [Francis, Webster, 2019].

The current study effectively overcame these challenges by adop-
ting a culturally sensitive and contextually relevant approach to mea-
suring TR. The Isithebe intervention illustrates how integrating local 
cultural practices and values, such as the Ubuntu philosophy, can en-
hance the relevance and effectiveness of research tools. By adapting 
the ENTRÉE and REPSSI subscales to reflect local literacy levels and 
incorporating Afrocentric concepts of community and interconnecte-
dness, the study ensured that the instruments were both accessible 
and meaningful to the participants [Ebersöhn et al., 2020; Bandeira, 
Mazibuko, 2017]. This approach underscores the importance of colla-
boration with local researchers and stakeholders, which is crucial for 
developing culturally appropriate terminologies and concepts, there-
by fostering a sense of ownership and trust among participants [The-
ron, 2016; Ebersöhn, 2019].

The inclusion of local educators in the design and implementation 
phases of the Isithebe intervention was a critical factor in its success 
as it built rapport and trust essential for meaningful data collection and 
effective intervention outcomes [Gu, Day, 2013].This aligns with broa-
der insights that emphasise the value of participatory research me-
thods, which not only enhance the accuracy and relevance of the fin-
dings but also empower local communities by involving them directly 
in the research process [Busza, 2004; Plano Clark, Ivankova, 2016].

Due to the small of the study sample, methodological flexibility was 
essential, leading to the adoption of non-parametric statistical me-
thods, such as the WSR test. These methods are particularly appro-



Jessica Versfeld, Liesel Ebersöhn, Ronél Ferreira, Marien Alet Graham  
Measuring Teacher Resilience in the Global South

http://vo.hse.ru� 151

priate for handling the non-normal distribution of data typically pre-
sent in small, heterogeneous samples, as is often the case in African 
educational contexts [Gravetter, Forzano, 2018]. By employing statis-
tical techniques that accommodate the inherent variability and unique 
characteristics of the data, the study avoids the risks associated with 
assuming a normal distribution, which may not be applicable in diverse 
and complex settings, such as those found in South African schools. 
This methodological adaptability is crucial for guaranteeing the accu-
racy and reliability of research findings in the Global South [Ebersöhn 
et al., 2020].

Findings from the current study underscore the need for ongoing 
innovation in the development and application of quantitative research 
methods in Africa. Future research should continue to refine measure-
ment tools to reflect the continent’s diverse cultural, linguistic, and so-
cio-economic contexts. Culturally sensitive and contextually relevant 
methodologies not only generate more accurate and meaningful data 
but also inform policy and practice, ultimately supporting educators 
and improving educational outcomes in Africa [Theron, 2016; Mans-
field, Beltman, Price, 2018].

Moreover, this study highlights the potential of low-cost, scalable 
interventions that utilise existing social and cultural resources to foster 
resilience. In resource-constrained settings, leveraging local cultural 
values and community networks can be a powerful strategy for sup-
porting educators and, by extension, the entire educational system 
[Mlachila, Moeletsi, 2019]. The success of the Isithebe intervention 
demonstrates that meaningful teacher support and development can 
be achieved without the need for extensive external resources, which 
are often limited in the Global South.

By adapting existing tools and incorporating local cultural prac-
tices, this research has successfully navigated many of the challen-
ges associated with quantitative research in Africa. The study provides 
a robust model for future research, illustrating that when local cultural 
and contextual realities are integrated into research design, it is pos-
sible to gather meaningful, actionable data that can shapepolicy and 
practice to support TR and enhance educational quality in challenging 
environments [Ebersöhn et al., 2020; De Gouveia, Ebersöhn, 2019; 
Theron, 2016]. This research not only contributes to the academic un-
derstanding of teacher resilience but also offers practical insights into 
designing educational interventions that meet the specific needs of 
teachers in the Global South, thereby supporting sustainable deve-
lopment and improving educational outcomes 

The limitations of this study include several methodological and 
contextual issues, such as the reliability concerns associated with 
the REPSSI social connectedness questionnaire, a small sample size, 

Limitations 
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the absence of a control group, demographic constraints, the poten-
tial for overly optimistic reporting, and possible language comprehen-
sion challenges.

Although both questionnaires used in the current research showed 
acceptable reliability (α > 0.6), the REPSSI questionnaire presented 
some challenges concerning reliability. Notably, Scale 6 of the REPS-
SI questionnaire contained only a single item, which precluded mea-
ningful statistical analysis. Furthermore, numerous responses to the 
external social connectedness items in the REPSSI questionnaire were 
invalid, as participants provided qualitative descriptions (e.g., “More 
than one” or “More than I can count”) rather than numerical values. 
These inconsistencies prevented statistical analysis of these ques-
tions, thus excluding a discussion on external social connectedness 
domains from the study [Bandeira, Mazibuko, 2017].

The REPSSI questionnaire lacks a published technical manual, nor 
does it include documented reliability or validity coefficients. Howe-
ver, it was piloted in 2017 as part of a SC study involving care workers 
in challenging environments in Swaziland, establishing a foundatio-
nal framework for future research [Ibid.]. Since the above study and 
ours were conducted in similarly resource-constrained settings, there 
is a degree of transferability between the two, offering opportunities 
for comparative analysis to assess the reliability and validity of the SC 
scale. Nonetheless, the lack of established reliability and validity for 
the REPSSI questionnaire requires careful interpretation of the findings 
to ensure the rigour of the research is upheld.

The sample size (n = 22) is also a significant limitation, as it is 
inadequate for robust internal validity analysis; meaningful factor ana-
lysis typically requires a sample of at least 100 participants [Gravetter, 
Forzano, 2018]. Additionally, logistical challenges and personal or pro-
fessional responsibilities resulted in fluctuating attendance at various 
stages of data collection. While 36 teachers participated in the pre-in-
tervention phase, attendance varied significantly during subsequent 
phases, with only 22 teachers completing both pre- and post-interven-
tion questionnaires. This variation in attendance could be attributed 
to such factors as personal commitments, the demanding nature of 
teachers’ professional responsibilities, logistical difficulties in reaching 
Isithebe meetings, and health-related absences [Zimmerman, 2018].

The lack of a control group further limits the findings. While inter-
vention design principles initially proposed that at least one school 
opt out of the intervention phase to serve as a control group, all 
schools participated in the intervention, resulting in a lack of com-
parison group. This absence restricts the ability to draw causal infe-
rences regarding the impact of the intervention, limiting both in-case 
analysis and the generalisability of the findings [Gravetter, Forzano, 
2018]. Consequently, the external validity of the study is constrained. 
This point, combined with the fact that non-probability purposive and 
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convenience sampling were used, limits the generalisability of the 
results to public, peri-urban primary school teachers from Quintile 
3 schools in resource-constrained urban areas of the Nelson Mande-
la Municipality, EC, South Africa. The demographic profile, predomi-
nantly female and over the age of 40, further limits the applicability of 
findings to other contexts and populations.

While the generalisability of the study is restricted, the transferabi-
lity of its insights is valuable for understanding, measuring, and des-
cribing the impact of social connectedness on teacher resilience in 
primary schools within highly specific challenging contexts. The re-
sults can be compared to similar settings, such as peri-urban primary 
schools in resource-constrained environments, but are not applicable 
to male teachers, high school or pre-primary teachers, or those wor-
king in well-resourced schools or different cultural and ethnic back-
grounds.

The high baseline scores for teacher resilience and social connec-
tedness observed in both pre- and post-intervention assessments 
may be indicative of culturally salient epistemologies aligned with in-
terdependent worldviews, such as those rooted in Afrocentric Indige-
nous Knowledge Systems. However, these high scores may also be 
influenced by the Dunning-Kruger effect, a cognitive bias where indi-
viduals with limited ability overestimate their competence [Dunning, 
2011]. Previous studies have highlighted challenges in working with 
teacher questionnaire data, citing evidence of overly optimistic repor-
ting and statistically implausible responses [Zimmerman, 2018]. Such 
responses could reflect misunderstandings of questionnaire items or 
a tendency towards social desirability, where teachers aim to present 
themselves positively.

This study highlights the essential role that social connectedness and 
supportive relationships play in enhancing teacher resilience across 
various domains. Contemporary research on resilience underscores 
the dynamic relationship between individual traits and external eco-
logical factors that contribute to resilience-building. While perso-
nal characteristics, such as motivation and emotional regulation, are 
crucial, they are significantly strengthened by interpersonal protec-
tive resources within broader ecological contexts. Interventions like 
Isithebe offer a vital opportunity to bring attention to and enhance 
these interpersonal protective resources, especially in high-risk, re-
source-constrained environments. Social connectedness, in particu-
lar, emerged as a pivotal protective resource, enabling teachers to 
cope with the severe chronic challenges they face regarding their well-
being and job performance in such deprived settings. Consequent-
ly, it is recommended that similar interventions be introduced in other 
challenging environments to bolster teacher well-being and resilience.

Recommen­
dations
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Moreover, fostering school communities that nurture trust, 
connection, and a sense of belonging among teachers and students 
is likely to improve teacher resilience. Creating an environment where 
teachers feel valued and supported can mitigate the negative impact 
of stressors, enhancing their ability to cope with adversity. Therefore, 
developing social cohesion within schools can be instrumental in rein-
forcing teachers’ capacity to handle the demands of their profession 
effectively.

The limited sample size of 36 (pre-intervention) and 22 (post-in-
tervention) is a constraint of the current study. Future research should 
aim to involve larger samples, so that more robust evidence of the 
benefits of social connectedness interventions in resource-challen-
ged environments could be provided. Expanding the participant pool 
would improve the generalisability of the findings and offer a clearer 
understanding of intervention effectiveness. Additionally, as the cur-
rent research predominantly included female participants, future stu-
dies should seek to include more male teachers to achieve a more 
comprehensive and balanced perspective on teacher resilience across 
genders.

Furthermore, it is recommended that future research involve 
schools from various socio-economic quintiles to explore the poten-
tial influence of socio-economic status on social connectedness and 
resilience among teachers. A comparative analysis of schools from 
different socio-economic backgrounds could provide valuable insights 
into how resource availability impacts teacher well-being and coping 
strategies. Replicating this study in diverse geographic locations, such 
as other provinces in South Africa or rural schools, would also be be-
neficial. This would help establish the external validity of the findings 
and deepen the understanding of how contextual factors, such as ru-
ral versus urban settings, affect outcomes.

In terms of the REPSSI questionnaire, there is a need for fur-
ther refinement and validation. It is recommended that future studies 
conduct factor analyses using larger samples to better establish the 
construct validity of the questionnaire and guide its future revisions. 
This would increase potential accuracy of measurement when asses-
sing social connectedness across different contexts. Additionally, the 
inclusion of questions on external social connectedness, which were 
excluded from this study due to inconsistent responses, should be re-
visited. Revising these questions and incorporating them into future 
research would offer a more comprehensive understanding of social 
connectedness as it pertains to teacher resilience.

By addressing these recommendations, future research could 
provide more nuanced insights into the impact of social connected-
ness interventions and help refine tools like the REPSSI questionnaire 
for broader application. This would ultimately contribute to the deve-
lopment of more effective interventions aimed at enhancing teacher 
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resilience in challenging environments [Bandeira, Mazibuko, 2017].
To improve the sustainability of the Isithebe intervention, teachers 
should be empowered to implement social connectedness initiatives 
independently, making them champions of these projects without the 
need for external researcher intervention. Establishing a routine of de-
liberate social connectedness activities among teachers, beyond for-
mal school meetings, can enhance relationship-building and support 
structures. The Isithebe intervention should continue to integrate In-
digenous Knowledge Systems, recognising the value of relationships 
and social connectedness for well-being, particularly in challenged 
environments.

The current study highlights the importance of culturally sensitive and 
contextually relevant quantitative methodologies in understanding tea-
cher resilience in the Global South. By implementing the Isithebe inter-
vention, which leverages Afrocentric principles and arts-based activi-
ties, the research successfully enhanced teacher resilience and social 
connectedness among South African primary school educators. The 
significant improvements in resilience and trust underscore the po-
tential of integrating local cultural practices into educational interven-
tions to support teacher well-being. The findings demonstrate the ef-
fectiveness of non-parametric statistical methods, such as the WSR 
test, in handling the complexities of data from heterogeneous, small-
sample educational settings.

The current study advocates for ongoing innovation in developing 
research tools that reflect the diverse cultural, linguistic, and socio-eco-
nomic contexts found across the Global South. By addressing the so-
cio-cultural and economic disparities inherent in such regions, future 
research can continue to build on these findings, ultimately contribu-
ting to improved educational outcomes and sustainable development. 
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