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Abstract

Learner ill-discipline remains a persistent
challenge in South African secondary schools,
particularly in rural contexts where schools
operate under conditions of limited resources and
high learner—teacher ratios. While much research
has focused on the causes of misconduct, less
attention has been given to the effectiveness of
the disciplinary measures currently employed by
schools. This qualitative study examined the
disciplinary strategies used to manage learner ill-
discipline and assessed their perceived
effectiveness at a secondary school in the
Bochum East Circuit of the Capricorn North
District, Limpopo Province. The study involved
a total of eight participants, comprising six Grade
10 learners, one subject teacher, and the school
principal. Data were generated through semi-
structured interviews with school management
and educators and non-participant classroom and
school-yard observations. Thematic analysis
revealed that schools rely primarily on verbal
warnings, written warnings and conduct reports,
detention, parent-teacher conferences, and
suspension as disciplinary measures. While these
strategies were found to manage immediate
behavioural  incidents,  their  long-term
effectiveness was limited, particularly when
measures were repeatedly applied without
accompanying support interventions. Learners
and educators reported that repeated warnings
and detentions had become routine and lost
deterrent value, while suspension disrupted
learning  without  addressing  underlying
behavioural causes. The study concludes that

Resumo

A indisciplina dos alunos continua sendo um
desafio persistente nas escolas de ensino médio
da Africa do Sul, especialmente em contextos
rurais, onde as escolas operam em condicOes de
recursos limitados e altas proporcdes aluno-
professor. Embora muitas pesquisas tenham se
concentrado nas causas da ma conduta, menos
atencdo tem sido dada a eficicia das medidas
disciplinares atualmente empregadas pelas
escolas. Este estudo qualitativo examinou as
estratégias disciplinares utilizadas para lidar
com a indisciplina dos alunos e avaliou sua
eficacia percebida em uma escola de ensino
médio no Circuito Bochum East do Distrito de
Capricorn North, na Provincia de Limpopo. O
estudo envolveu um total de oito participantes,
sendo seis alunos do 10° ano, um professor de
disciplina e o diretor da escola. Os dados foram
coletados por meio de  entrevistas
semiestruturadas com a direcéo da escola e 0s
educadores, além de observagdes nao
participativas em sala de aula e no patio da
escola. A anélise temética revelou que as
escolas recorrem principalmente a adverténcias
verbais, adverténcias por escrito e relatérios de
conduta, detengdo, reunides entre pais e
professores e suspensdo como medidas
disciplinares. Embora tenha-se constatado que
essas  estratégias  controlam  incidentes
comportamentais imediatos, sua eficicia a
longo prazo foi limitada, especialmente quando
as medidas eram aplicadas repetidamente sem
intervencgdes de apoio complementares. Alunos e
educadores relataram que adverténcias e
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current disciplinary measures are moderately detencdes repetidas haviam se tornado
effective in maintaining short-term order but rotineiras e perdido o valor dissuasivo,
insufficient for promoting sustained behavioural enquanto a suspensdo  prejudicava a
change. It recommends the integration of aprendizagem sem abordar as causas
counselling,  restorative  practices, and comportamentais subjacentes. O estudo conclui
strengthened parental engagement  to que as medidas disciplinares atuais s&o
complement existing disciplinary procedures. moderadamente eficazes na manutencdo da

ordem a curto prazo, mas insuficientes para
Keywords: Learner Discipline. Disciplinary promover mudancas comportamentais
Measures. Rural Secondary Schools. Detention. sustentaveis. Recomenda-se a integracdo de
Suspension. Parental Involvement. South Africa. aconselhamento, praticas restaurativas e maior

envolvimento dos pais para complementar os
procedimentos disciplinares existentes.

Palavras-chave: Disciplina dos  Alunos.
Medidas Disciplinares. Escolas Secundérias
Rurais. Detengdo. Suspensdo. Envolvimento dos
Pais. Africa do Sul.

1 INTRODUCTION

Learner ill-discipline continues to pose significant challenges to the effective
functioning of secondary schools in South Africa, with far-reaching implications for
teaching, learning, and school safety (Zondo, 2024; Padayachee et al., 2025). Persistent
misconduct undermines instructional time, increases teacher stress, and negatively affects
learners’ academic outcomes, particularly in under-resourced rural contexts. Schools in
rural districts often contend with overcrowded classrooms, limited psychosocial support
services, and inconsistent parental involvement, which collectively complicate efforts to
maintain positive learner behaviour (Ngogi & Ajani, 2026; Zondo, 2024). Since the
abolition of corporal punishment under the South African Schools Act and subsequent
disciplinary reforms, educators have been required to adopt alternative, rights-based
approaches; however, many report uncertainty about how to manage conduct effectively
without traditional punitive measures (Ngogi & Ajani, 2026).

In response to these challenges, schools often employ a combination of procedural
and corrective strategies, such as verbal warnings, detention, written conduct reports,
parent-teacher conferences, and suspension, to manage learner ill-discipline. Research
indicates that while non-violent, corrective disciplinary approaches are preferred by many
teachers and learners, punitive routines such as detention and warnings may be perceived

as ineffective if not supported by collaborative, restorative practices (Ntshangase, 2025;
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Ntshangase & Naidu, 2025). Contemporary studies argue that effective discipline requires
consistent, equitable implementation of school codes of conduct and collaborative efforts
involving school leaders, teachers, parents, and the broader community (Ntshangase,
2025; Padayachee et al., 2025).

Much of the existing literature on learner discipline in South Africa has
concentrated on identifying the root causes of misconduct, including peer influences,
socio-economic pressures, and weak home-school connections (Ntshangase, 2025).
While these studies provide valuable insight into behavioural origins, fewer have
systematically examined the effectiveness of the disciplinary strategies that schools
currently employ. Understanding how learners and educators experience and interpret
disciplinary practices is crucial for evaluating whether these measures address only
surface-level behaviour or contribute to deeper, sustained regulation. Against this
background, the present study examines the disciplinary measures currently used in a
rural secondary school in Limpopo Province and assesses their perceived effectiveness in

managing learner ill-discipline.
2 RESEARCH PROBLEM

Learner ill-discipline remains a persistent challenge in South African secondary
schools and continues to undermine teaching, learning, and learner well-being,
particularly in rural and under-resourced contexts (Zondo, 2024; Padayachee et al., 2025).
Persistent classroom disruptions reduce instructional time, weaken teacher authority, and
contribute to learner disengagement and poor academic performance (Ngogi & Ajani,
2026). Although corporal punishment has been abolished and schools are required to
implement rights-based and restorative disciplinary approaches, many educators report
difficulties in managing learner behaviour effectively using alternative measures, citing
lack of training, limited institutional support, and inconsistent parental involvement
(Department of Basic Education, 2022; Ntshangase, 2025). As a result, schools rely
primarily on strategies such as verbal warnings, written warnings and conduct reports,
detention, parent—teacher conferences, and suspension to regulate learner misconduct
(Padayachee et al., 2025; Zondo, 2024). However, recent studies suggest that these

measures often manage immediate behavioural incidents without addressing underlying
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social, emotional, and contextual factors that contribute to repeated misbehaviour (Hu et
al., 2025; Rahman, 2025). In rural school contexts, disciplinary effectiveness is further
constrained by overcrowded classrooms, limited psychosocial support services, and weak
home-school collaboration, which reduce the sustainability of behaviour change
interventions (Ngogi & Ajani, 2026; Mncube & Madikizela-Madiya, 2022).

3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The study was guided by the following main research question:

e What disciplinary measures are currently used to manage learner ill-discipline,
and how effective are these measures in promoting positive learner behaviour in

a rural secondary school in Limpopo Province?

While existing research has largely focused on identifying the causes of learner
ill-discipline, there is limited empirical evidence on the effectiveness of the disciplinary
measures currently employed by schools, particularly from the combined perspectives of
learners, educators, and school management within real classroom contexts (Ntshangase
& Naidu, 2025; Padayachee et al., 2025). Furthermore, little is known about how
consistently these measures are implemented and whether they promote sustained
behavioural change or merely provide short-term behavioural control (Tong, 2024;
Rahman, 2025). This lack of context-specific evidence limits schools’ ability to adopt
informed, supportive, and sustainable behaviour management strategies. This study
therefore addresses this gap by examining the disciplinary measures used in a rural
secondary school and assessing their perceived effectiveness in managing learner ill-
discipline.

4 LITERATURE REVIEW
4.1 Verbal warnings
Verbal warnings are widely recognised as the most immediate and least intrusive

disciplinary strategy used to address minor classroom disruptions such as talking out of

turn, lateness, incomplete homework, and minor uniform violations. Recent studies
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indicate that verbal warnings serve an important preventative function by reminding
learners of behavioural expectations and providing opportunities for self-correction
before more punitive measures are applied (Ngogi & Ajani, 2026; Padayachee et al.,
2025). In this regard, verbal reprimands are aligned with preventative discipline models
that prioritise guidance over punishment, particularly for learners who are generally
compliant and responsive to authority. However, empirical research also suggests that the
effectiveness of verbal warnings diminishes when they are repeatedly used without
escalation or behavioural support, leading learners to perceive them as routine classroom
noise rather than meaningful consequences (Ntshangase, 2025; Zondo, 2024). Studies
conducted in South African secondary schools further report that persistent reliance on
verbal warnings can unintentionally normalise disruptive behaviour, particularly in
overcrowded classrooms where teachers must frequently interrupt instruction to manage
noise and movement (Mncube & Madikizela-Madiya, 2022). This body of literature
suggests that while verbal warnings may be appropriate for initial behavioural correction,
they are insufficient as stand-alone strategies for learners who engage in repeated
misconduct, thereby supporting calls for structured follow-up interventions when

warnings fail to produce behavioural change.
4.2 Written warnings

Written warnings and conduct reports represent formalised disciplinary responses
intended to signal seriousness, document behavioural patterns, and involve parents or
guardians in behaviour management processes. Recent school management studies
indicate that documentation systems, including digital platforms such as SASAMS, play
a critical role in ensuring accountability and consistency in disciplinary procedures
(Department of Basic Education, 2022; Padayachee et al., 2025). From a policy
perspective, written warnings function as procedural safeguards that protect both
learners’ rights and schools’ disciplinary integrity. However, research also indicates that
documentation alone rarely leads to behavioural improvement unless paired with
counselling, mentoring, or behavioural contracts (Ntshangase & Naidu, 2025; Zondo,
2024). Learners may acknowledge written warnings without modifying behaviour if no

meaningful dialogue or support follows the sanction. Furthermore, scholars argue that
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formal discipline systems risk becoming bureaucratic rather than corrective when they
focus on record-keeping rather than behavioural development (Ngogi & Ajani, 2026).
The literature therefore suggests that while written warnings are necessary for
institutional accountability, their behavioural impact depends on whether they trigger

supportive interventions rather than functioning solely as administrative procedures.
4.3 Detention

Detention is commonly used as a moderate disciplinary consequence designed to
deter misconduct by imposing time-based restrictions on learners. International and South
African studies report that detention may be effective when it is experienced as
inconvenient and when learners are required to reflect on their behaviour through
structured tasks or counselling sessions (Ntshangase, 2025; Martinez, 2025). When
detention includes reflective writing, behavioural goal-setting, or restorative discussions,
it can promote accountability and behavioural awareness. However, recent evidence
indicates that repeated or poorly supervised detention often loses its deterrent effect,
becoming routine rather than corrective (Padayachee et al., 2025; Zondo, 2024). Staffing
shortages and large class sizes further limit schools’ ability to monitor detention
effectively, reducing its perceived seriousness among learners. Moreover, scholars warn
that excessive use of detention may reduce learners’ available study time, contributing
indirectly to academic disengagement and frustration, which can further exacerbate
behavioural problems (Ngogi & Ajani, 2026). These findings suggest that detention is
most effective when used selectively and combined with behavioural support, rather than

as a default response to repeated misconduct.
4.4 Parent-teacher conferences

Parental involvement is consistently identified as a critical factor in promoting
positive learner behaviour and reinforcing school disciplinary expectations. Recent
research demonstrates that coordinated communication between home and school
strengthens behavioural consistency and increases learners’ accountability across

contexts (Hu et al., 2025; Rahman, 2025). Parent—teacher conferences are therefore
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widely used to address persistent misconduct by involving families in corrective
strategies. However, studies in rural South African settings reveal that parental
engagement is often inconsistent due to work commitments, transportation barriers, and
limited understanding of school disciplinary procedures (Mncube & Madikizela-Madiya,
2022; Zondo, 2024). While parental involvement can lead to short-term behavioural
improvement, sustained change requires ongoing collaboration rather than isolated
meetings (Padayachee et al., 2025). Without reinforcement at home, behavioural
improvements following parent-teacher conferences may fade once external pressure
subsides. Literature grounded in ecological and sociocultural theory therefore frames
parental involvement not as a single intervention but as a continuous relational process

necessary for long-term behavioural regulation (Tong, 2024; Hu et al., 2025).
4.5 Suspension

Suspension is widely recognised as the most severe non-exclusionary disciplinary
measure available to schools and is typically reserved for serious or repeated offences
such as physical aggression, bullying, and persistent defiance. Policy-aligned research
supports the use of suspension to protect the learning environment and communicate the
seriousness of unacceptable behaviour (Department of Basic Education, 2022;
Padayachee et al., 2025). However, a growing body of evidence warns that suspension
may have adverse academic and emotional consequences, particularly for already
vulnerable learners (Ngogi & Ajani, 2026; Rahman, 2025). Suspended learners often fall
behind academically and may return to school with unresolved emotional or social issues,
increasing the likelihood of repeat misconduct. Recent studies emphasise that suspension
is most effective when integrated into structured reintegration programmes that include
counselling, academic support, and behavioural monitoring (Hu et al., 2025; Ntshangase
& Naidu, 2025). Without such support, suspension functions primarily as exclusion rather
than correction, failing to address the root causes of learner misconduct. Consequently,
scholars increasingly advocate for restorative and therapeutic alternatives to exclusionary

discipline, particularly in contexts marked by socio-economic vulnerability.

_ Veredas do Direito, v.23, 234886 — 2026




EXPLORING DISCIPLINARY MEASURES AND THEIR EFFECTIVENESS IN MANAGING LEARNER ILL-DISCIPLINE IN A RURAL SECONDARY SCHOOL IN LIMPOPO
PROVINCE, SOUTH AFRICA

5 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This study is guided by Ecological Systems Theory, which conceptualises human
behaviour as the product of dynamic interactions between individuals and multiple,
nested environmental systems (Rahman, 2025; Tong, 2024; Xu, 2024; Hu et al., 2025;
Lasekan et al., 2024). Contemporary scholarship emphasises that learner behaviour,
including responses to disciplinary measures, cannot be understood in isolation from the
social, institutional, and cultural contexts in which learners are embedded, as
environmental risk and protective factors interact across system levels to shape emotional
regulation, motivation, and behavioural adjustment in educational settings (Rahman,
2025; Xu, 2024). From this perspective, disciplinary outcomes are not determined solely
by the severity of sanctions but by how disciplinary practices interact with learners’ peer
relationships, teacher support, family engagement, and school structures. This ecological
view challenges individualised explanations of misconduct and instead frames learner ill-
discipline as a socially produced phenomenon shaped by relational and institutional
conditions (Tong, 2024; Hu et al., 2025).

Within this framework, the microsystem and mesosystem are particularly relevant
for understanding the effectiveness of school-based disciplinary measures. The
microsystem refers to learners’ immediate social environments, especially peer groups
and teacher—learner relationships, where daily behavioural regulation occurs (Xu, 2024).
During adolescence, peer approval and social identity play central roles in shaping
conduct, and disruptive behaviour may be reinforced when it is socially rewarded or left
unchallenged (Zhao, 2021; Maphosa & Mncube, 2023). At the same time, supportive and
respectful teacher—learner relationships are associated with higher levels of compliance
and engagement, increasing the likelihood that corrective measures such as verbal
warnings and detention are perceived as fair and meaningful rather than punitive
(Martinez, 2025; Suleman & Hussain, 2022). The mesosystem represents the interactions
between home and school, where parental involvement reinforces behavioural
expectations and strengthens follow-up after disciplinary incidents (Hu et al., 2025).
When family-school collaboration is weak, disciplinary measures implemented at school
may not be reinforced at home, reducing their long-term effectiveness and increasing the
likelihood of repeated misconduct (Zondo, 2024; Mncube & Madikizela-Madiya, 2022).
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Ecological research therefore suggests that disciplinary practices are more effective when
microsystem and mesosystem influences are aligned through consistent expectations,
communication, and support.

The macrosystem encompasses broader cultural values, educational policies, and
societal norms that shape how discipline is conceptualised and implemented in schools.
In South Africa, the shift toward rights-based and restorative approaches to discipline has
transformed traditional classroom management practices and limited the use of punitive
sanctions such as corporal punishment (Department of Basic Education, 2022). While
these reforms promote learner dignity and safety, they also require schools to adopt
alternative behaviour-support strategies that are not always adequately resourced or
supported in rural contexts (Zondo, 2024; Lasekan et al., 2024). Cultural expectations
regarding authority, respect, and acceptable conduct may further influence how learners
interpret disciplinary actions, particularly when school practices conflict with community
norms. Ecological Systems Theory therefore provides a comprehensive framework for
explaining why disciplinary measures such as verbal warnings, written reports, detention,
parental meetings, and suspension may manage immediate behavioural incidents but fail
to produce sustained behavioural change when broader systemic conditions are not
addressed. By situating discipline within interconnected social systems, the theory
underscores the need for multi-level interventions that strengthen classroom relationships,
enhance parental engagement, and improve institutional capacity, reinforcing the view
that effective discipline is a collective and systemic responsibility rather than an
individual corrective act (Neal & Neal, 2021; Martinez, 2025; Hu et al., 2025).

6 METHOD

This study was conducted within an interpretivist research paradigm, which
assumes that reality is socially constructed and that human behaviour can be understood
through the meanings individuals attach to their experiences and contexts. An
interpretivist stance was considered appropriate because disciplinary practices and their
effectiveness are mediated by how teachers, learners, and school management interpret
misconduct, fairness, authority, and consequences within everyday school life. In rural

schooling contexts, such interpretations are shaped by institutional culture, relationships,
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and available support systems, making a purely numerical account insufficient for
understanding why certain disciplinary measures are experienced as effective or
ineffective. A qualitative approach was therefore employed to generate rich, context-
sensitive accounts of how disciplinary measures are implemented and how they influence
learner behaviour over time (Creswell & Poth, 2023). Data were generated through semi-
structured interviews with school management and an educator responsible for
disciplinary processes, as well as non-participant classroom and school-yard
observations. The study used thematic analysis to identify patterns of meaning across
participant accounts and observational data through iterative familiarisation, coding,
theme development, and interpretation, consistent with contemporary guidance on

reflexive thematic analysis and rigorous reporting (Braun & Clarke, 2022; Ahmed, 2025).

6.1 Design

The study adopted a case study research design focusing on one rural secondary
school in the Bochum East Circuit of the Capricorn North District, Limpopo Province.
Case study design was selected because it enables detailed investigation of a bounded
system within its real-life context, which is essential when examining school discipline
as a phenomenon shaped by policy requirements, institutional routines, leadership
practices, teacher—learner relationships, and community conditions. A single,
instrumental case study design was used because the case was examined not primarily for
its uniqueness, but because it provided an empirically grounded lens for understanding
the broader issue of how schools manage learner ill-discipline and how effective their
existing disciplinary measures are in rural secondary school settings (Mtisi, 2022; Miller,
2023). The case was bounded by place (one school), participants (learners, an educator,
and the principal), time (data generation during the school term), and phenomenon
(disciplinary measures and their perceived effectiveness), which strengthened

methodological coherence and analytic focus (Mtisi, 2022).
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6.2 Research locale

The research site was a public secondary school located in a rural community
characterised by limited economic opportunities, high levels of unemployment, and
restricted access to social support services. The school experiences high enrolment
numbers in lower grades, which contributes to overcrowded classrooms, particularly at
Grade 10 level. These contextual features were significant for the study because rural
school conditions often shape both the prevalence of misconduct and the feasibility of
disciplinary monitoring, follow-up, and learner support. Conducting the study in this
environment enabled exploration of disciplinary measures as they naturally occur in an
under-resourced rural context where teachers are expected to manage behaviour while

maintaining curriculum coverage and learner progression.
6.3 Sampling

The target population comprised learners and school-based personnel directly
involved in discipline processes at the research site. Purposive sampling was used to
select participants who were most likely to provide rich, relevant information about
disciplinary practices and their effects on learner behaviour. Purposive sampling was
appropriate because the study sought depth of understanding rather than statistical
representativeness, and participants were selected based on their direct experience of
disciplinary incidents, sanctions, and implementation responsibilities (Creswell & Poth,
2023). The sample included six Grade 10 learners, one educator serving on the school
disciplinary committee, and the school principal. This combination enabled the study to
capture multiple perspectives on discipline from learners who experience disciplinary
measures, educators who implement sanctions, and school management responsible for

oversight and policy alignment.
6.4 Participants

Eight participants were drawn from the single research site. Six participants were

Grade 10 learners aged 15 to 17 years (three males and three females). Two adult
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participants were included: one educator serving as a disciplinary committee member and
the school principal. Including both learners and school authorities supported
triangulation and enhanced credibility by allowing comparisons between learner
experiences of disciplinary measures and management/educator accounts of intent,

procedure, and follow-up.

Table 1

Biographical profile of the participants

Years of experience

Participant code Role Gender Age Grade (Educator)
LO1 Learner Male 16 Grade 10 N/A
L02 Learner Female 15 Grade 10 N/A
L03 Learner Female 16 Grade 10 N/A
LO4 Learner Male 17 Grade 10 N/A
L05 Learner Male 16 Grade 10 N/A
L06 Learner Female 15 Grade 10 N/A
T01 Educator Female 43  Disciplinary Committee 11
Member
P01 Principal  Male 49 School Principal 17

6.5 Data collection instruments

Data were generated using semi-structured interviews and non-participant
observations. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with the educator and the
principal to explore the disciplinary measures currently used at the school, how these
measures are implemented, and how their effectiveness is evaluated in practice. The semi-
structured format allowed participants to elaborate on issues they considered most
significant while ensuring coverage of key topics such as warnings, written conduct
reports, detention, parental engagement, suspension, and follow-up support. Non-
participant observations were conducted in classrooms and common areas (e.g., corridors
and school grounds) to document behavioural patterns, teacher responses to misconduct,
learner compliance or resistance following sanctions, and the routine nature of
disciplinary practices as they unfolded in everyday school life. Observation data
strengthened methodological triangulation and provided contextual evidence to support

or challenge interview accounts (Miller, 2023).
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6.6 Data collection procedure

Data collection took place during the school term to ensure that routine
disciplinary practices could be observed within normal teaching and learning conditions.
Interviews were conducted in private spaces within the school to protect confidentiality
and were audio-recorded with permission. Observations were conducted during lesson
periods and break times to capture both formal classroom discipline and informal learner
behaviour in shared spaces. Field notes were recorded systematically to document
incidents of misconduct, the disciplinary response applied, the tone of educator—learner
interactions, and immediate behavioural outcomes. Audio recordings were transcribed

verbatim, and observational field notes were compiled into a unified dataset for analysis.
6.7 Data analysis

Data were analysed using thematic analysis. The analytic process involved
repeated reading of transcripts and observation notes to achieve familiarisation, followed
by inductive coding of meaningful units related to disciplinary measures, implementation
processes, and perceived effectiveness. Codes were then clustered into categories
representing recurring patterns of meaning across participant accounts and observation
evidence. Through iterative refinement, categories were developed into themes and sub-
themes that captured how disciplinary measures were used and why certain measures
were experienced as effective, ineffective, or temporarily effective. This approach is
consistent with contemporary methodological guidance emphasising systematic,
transparent theme development and reflexive engagement with interpretation (Braun &
Clarke, 2022; Ahmed, 2025). Triangulation was achieved by comparing
educator/management interview data with direct observation evidence, enabling the study
to assess consistency between reported disciplinary practices and practices enacted in

routine school settings.
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7 FINDINGS

The purpose of the research question was to found out the current disciplinary
measures used in high school in Bochum East Circuit of Capricorn North District of
Limpopo Province of South Africa. Nowadays teachers feel like they do not exercise
enough control in the classroom, majority of teachers are powerless due to the fact that
corporal punishment has been banned in all schools under the South African Schools Act.
Many teachers have found themselves in a position of not knowing what to do in the
absence of corporal punishment. Discipline is obviously essential for the functioning of
a school especially in this era. Ill-discipline not only disrupts teaching and learning but
can also endanger learners and educators. Researcher have also noticed that learners who
misbehave tend to perform poorly at school and also tend to be absent frequently.

According to the findings, the current disciplinary measures used in schools include:
7.1 Findings from interviews
7.1.1 Verbal warnings

Verbal warnings are used for minor incidents of ill-discipline with the aim of
reminding learners of the expected behavior and provide guidance. All six learners noted
that verbal warnings are frequently given for minor offences like coming late to school,
unfinished homework, speaking during class, and dress code breaches and even so they
don’t take it serious. The principal verified that verbal warnings are the first measure in
the disciplinary procedure. He further added by saying that:

We begin with verbal warnings since they provide learners an opportunity to
correct their behavior prior to implementing more severe measures. We find this effective
for learners who are generally motivated and understand the need for correction and for
learners with repeated or severe issues, we escalate to stronger measures. (Participant
P01, Male teacher, School A)

The majority of teachers initially give you a warning during class. Yet, certain
learners do not treat it with seriousness, some state that it doesn’t work for them.

(Participant L03, 16-year-old girl, School A)
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7.1.2 Conduct reports and written warnings

The teacher stated that written warnings are given for repeated violations and are
documented in the learners’ record and this day all records are transferred to SASAMS
for future. Learners acknowledged getting written warnings mainly for absenteeism and
disruptive conduct in class. Participants responded by saying that:

A written warning is intended to convey seriousness as it notifies parents and
maintains a record of the learners’ conduct. Some learners, nonetheless, indicated that
these alerts do not consistently lead to changes in behavior. (Participant L0O6, female
teacher, School A)

Occasionally, we acknowledge the warning, yet nothing changes afterward,
leading some learners to disregard it. (Participant L02, 15-year-old girl, School A)

Every participant concurred that a lack of discipline adversely affects academic
achievement. Nonetheless, the impact of disciplinary actions on this issue varies. Learners
observed that frequent detentions reduced their study time. Suspensions interrupt
education, making learners lag academically. Written warnings do not directly enhance

study practices or classroom participation.
7.1.3 Detention

Detention involves learners staying after school hours or during breaks as a
consequence of ill-discipline. The school employs after-school or weekend detentions
for moderate behavioral problems. Three learners reported that they had gone to detention
at least once.

Detention is dull, but individuals become accustomed to it, so it doesn't prevent
them from repeating their actions. (Participant L06, 15-year-old girl, School A)

| got detention once for using my phone in class. It was fair to me and | had to
reflect on why it was wrong. I don 't think I will repeat it again. (Participant L04, 17-year-
old Boy, School A)

Detention is effective if you don’t want to stay late. I think it makes learners think

twice before misbehaving again. (Participant L03, 15-year-old girl, School A)
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The teacher stated that detention is often utilized but challenging to oversee
because of a lack of staff. It is our go to for repeated ill-discipline. It provides time for
learners to reflect on their actions and parents are usually involved. However, its
effectiveness varies because some learners see it as a punishment and adjust, while other
view it as a routine without changing their behavior. (Participant TO1, female teacher,
School A)

The principal stated that: Detention is useful as a moderate consequence,
especially when combined with communication with parents. However, we need to
monitor its implementation and sometimes learners perceived it as punitive without
understanding the reason, so we pair it with discussions on why the behavior was
unacceptable. (Participant P01, Male teacher, School A)

The educator and principal both recognized that existing disciplinary methods are
not always successful. learners indicated that regular repetition of warnings and
detentions diminishes their effectiveness.

When you receive detention repeatedly, it ceases to be a punishment. (Participant
LO1, 16-year-old Boy, School A)

This indicates that certain measures have turned into routines instead of being

corrective, diminishing their effectiveness in deterring misbehavior

7.1.4 Parent-teacher conference

The principal emphasized the necessity of engaging parents when a learner
persistently breaks rules.

We contact parents when the behavior turns into a routine. Their participation
may impact situations, yet not every parent reacts. Learners recognized that parental
involvement can lead to temporary improvements in behavior, though the effects differ.
(Participant P01, Male teacher, School A)

Participants noted that certain disciplinary measures, like parent-teacher
conferences or suspensions, can lead to short-term enhancements, yet these effects are

not lasting.
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We observe a shift for a week or two, then the familiar patterns resume. This
immediate effect suggests that the measures do not have reinforcement mechanisms to

promote enduring behavioral change. (Participant TO1, female teacher, School A)
7.1.5 Suspension

Suspension involves temporarily barring learners from attending school for
serious or repeated ill-discipline, such as physical aggression, defiance, or persistent
disruption. The school uses suspension as a last resort. Here are the responses:

I know a guy who was suspended for fighting. He was really upset and fell behind
in his school work. | think suspension is serious it makes you realize how much you need
to be in school. (Participant L06, 15-year-old girl, School A)

Suspension is extreme but maybe necessary for serious things like bullying. |
wouldn’t want to be suspended it’s a big punishment, suspension doesn’t fix the problem.
The learners I know who was suspended came back and did the same thing. They didn’t
get any help. (Participant L02, 15-year-old girl, School A)

Suspension is reserved for serious or repeated ill-discipline where other measures
have failed. It sends a strong message and gives the learner and family time to reflect.
However, it’s not a solution on its own we need reintegration plans with support, or
learners may return with the same issues. (Participant TO1, female teacher, School A)

Suspension is a last resort for severe or persistent ill-discipline. It’s necessary to
protect the learning environment and signal the seriousness of certain behaviors.
However, we pair it with reintegration meetings and counselling to address underlying
issues suspension alone doesn’t correct behavior, it’s the support and follow-up that
matter. (Participant P01, Male teacher, School A)

Suspension is used for serious or repeated ill-discipline and is perceived as a
severe measure by learners. While learners and educators agree that suspension is
necessary for serious cases, there are concerns about its impact on the learner’s academic
and emotional well-being. Participants emphasized that suspension must be accompanied
by support and reintegration plans, as it does not inherently address the root causes of ill-
discipline.
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This inconsistency weakens the school's capacity to encourage responsible
behavior, reducing the impact of disciplinary measures. The disciplinary committee
teacher and principal added on by stating that:

Variability in Implementation: The effectiveness of our measures depends on the
learner’s motivation and the consistency of follow-up. Verbal warnings and counselling
work for most learners with minor issues, but repeated ill-discipline needs stronger, more
personalized measures. Detention and suspension are effective as deterrents but need
support plans. (Participant TO1, female teacher, School A)

Overall, our measures are moderately effective. They manage immediate issues
and signal expectations. However, effectiveness is limited if we don’t address underlying
causes, like learner disengagement or family challenges and with targeted support.
Consistency and communication with parents are crucial. (Participant PO1, male teacher,
School A)

Participants perceived current disciplinary measures as moderately effective.
Effectiveness is higher when: Measures are applied consistently and fairly, learners
understand the reasons for the discipline, support or counselling addresses underlying

issues, communication with parents/guardians reinforces the measures.
7.2 Findings from observations

Non-participant observations were conducted in classrooms and common school
areas, including corridors and the school yard, to document behavioural patterns,
disciplinary responses, and learner reactions to disciplinary interventions as they occurred
in routine school activities. Observations focused on how disciplinary measures were
applied in practice, the consistency of implementation, and the immediate behavioural
outcomes following disciplinary actions. The observational data revealed recurring
patterns that aligned closely with interview and questionnaire findings, particularly
regarding the routine nature of disciplinary practices and their variable effectiveness.

Observations indicated that verbal warnings were the most frequently employed
disciplinary response during classroom instruction. Teachers commonly issued verbal
reprimands for behaviours such as talking during lessons, moving around the classroom

without permission, late arrival, and failure to bring learning materials. In several
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observed lessons, teachers interrupted instruction multiple times to remind learners of
classroom rules and expected behaviour. While some learners responded immediately by
becoming quiet or returning to their seats, others resumed disruptive behaviour shortly
after the warning was issued. In such cases, teachers repeated verbal warnings without
immediate escalation to stronger disciplinary measures. This repeated cycle suggested
that verbal warnings had become part of routine classroom management rather than
functioning as corrective interventions, particularly for learners who engaged in persistent
low-level disruptions.

Although written warnings and conduct reports were described by educators as
part of the school’s formal disciplinary process, these measures were not directly
observable during regular classroom periods. Instead, observation data suggested that
formal documentation typically occurred outside instructional time, often following
repeated incidents or after consultation with school management. Learners who were
removed from class for administrative follow-up were sometimes observed returning with
referral forms or being instructed to report to the principal’s office later in the day.
However, these formal measures did not produce immediate visible changes in behaviour
within the observed lessons, and some learners who had been previously referred
continued to participate in disruptive activities. This suggests that written disciplinary
measures, while administratively important, had limited immediate behavioural impact in
classroom settings.

Observations conducted during afternoon periods and school breaks indicated that
detention was implemented primarily after school and occasionally during break times.
Small groups of learners were observed remaining in classrooms under teacher
supervision, typically engaged in silent sitting or completing written tasks. However,
monitoring was inconsistent, as supervision depended on teacher availability, and in some
instances, learners were left unattended for short periods. The observed detention sessions
did not consistently include structured reflection or counselling activities, and in several
cases, learners appeared disengaged or unmotivated. These patterns suggest that detention
functioned primarily as a time-based sanction rather than as a rehabilitative or corrective
intervention, which may limit its capacity to promote sustained behavioural change.

Parental involvement in disciplinary processes was not directly observable during

routine school hours, which is consistent with its occurrence mainly through scheduled
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meetings or communication initiated by school management. However, observations
indicated that many behavioural incidents were addressed exclusively within the school
context without visible home—school collaboration at the point of intervention. Teachers
often managed repeated misconduct independently through classroom-based sanctions or
referrals to management. This lack of immediate parental involvement in observed
disciplinary interactions may contribute to limited reinforcement of behavioural
expectations across home and school environments, reducing the long-term effectiveness
of school-based discipline.

Suspension as a disciplinary measure was not directly observable during the data
collection period due to its infrequent and case-specific nature. However, observations
following learner returns from absence indicated that reintegration processes were
minimal within classroom settings. Learners who had been absent due to disciplinary
reasons rejoined lessons without structured reintegration discussions or visible support
strategies to address previous behavioural issues. Teachers resumed instruction without
revisiting behavioural expectations or providing targeted behavioural monitoring, which
may limit opportunities for sustained behavioural correction. This suggests that while
suspension may temporarily remove learners from disruptive contexts, it does not

necessarily facilitate behavioural transformation upon return to school.
8 DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS
8.1 Verbal warnings

The findings from both interviews and non-participant observations indicate that
verbal warnings are the most frequently used disciplinary response for minor classroom
disruptions such as talking during lessons, lateness, incomplete homework, and uniform
violations. Learners and teachers confirmed that verbal reprimands are typically the first
step in the school’s disciplinary procedure, intended to remind learners of expected
behaviour and provide opportunities for self-correction. However, both data sources
revealed that repeated verbal warnings are often not taken seriously by learners,
particularly those who engage in persistent low-level misconduct. Observations further

showed that learners frequently resumed disruptive behaviour shortly after receiving
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warnings, leading teachers to repeat verbal reprimands without immediate escalation to
stronger measures. These findings are consistent with recent research indicating that
verbal warnings are effective mainly for learners who are already motivated and
responsive to authority, but lose effectiveness when used repeatedly without structured
follow-up (Ntshangase, 2025; Padayachee et al., 2025). Studies in South African
secondary schools have similarly reported that frequent verbal reprimands can become
normalised as part of classroom routines, reducing their deterrent value (Zondo, 2024).
From an ecological perspective, the limited impact of verbal warnings reflects weak
regulatory mechanisms within the microsystem, where immediate social interactions fail
to produce sustained behavioural regulation when not reinforced by consistent
consequences and relational support. This suggests that while verbal warnings serve an
important preventative role, they require complementary strategies to remain meaningful
for learners who habitually misbehave.

Interview data indicated that written warnings and conduct reports are used for
repeated behavioural violations and are formally recorded on administrative systems such
as SASAMS. These measures are intended to convey seriousness, create accountability,
and involve parents in disciplinary processes. However, learners reported that written
warnings often do not lead to changes in behaviour, and observations showed that formal
documentation did not produce immediate behavioural improvements in classroom
settings. Learners who had been referred for administrative follow-up continued to
engage in disruptive behaviour upon returning to class. This pattern aligns with research
suggesting that formal disciplinary documentation is essential for institutional
accountability but has limited behavioural impact unless linked to counselling, mentoring,
or behavioural intervention programmes (Ntshangase & Naidu, 2025; Ngogi & Ajani,
2026). Recent studies further caution that disciplinary systems can become bureaucratic
when emphasis is placed on record-keeping rather than learner development (Padayachee
et al., 2025). Ecological Systems Theory explains this limitation by highlighting that
behavioural change requires coordinated responses across relational systems;
documentation alone does not modify peer dynamics, emotional regulation, or family-
level influences. The findings therefore suggest that written warnings function more as
procedural safeguards than as mechanisms for behavioural transformation when not

embedded within broader support structures.
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8.2 Detention

Both interview and observation data indicate that detention is widely used for
repeated or moderate behavioural offences, typically after school or during breaks.
Learner perceptions of detention varied: some viewed it as fair and reflective, while others
described becoming accustomed to it, reducing its deterrent effect. Observations revealed
inconsistent supervision of detention sessions and limited use of structured reflection or
counselling activities. In several cases, detention appeared to function as time-based
punishment rather than as an opportunity for behavioural learning. These findings mirror
contemporary research indicating that detention is most effective when combined with
reflective activities, behavioural goal-setting, and parental communication (Martinez,
2025; Ntshangase, 2025). Without these elements, detention may become routine and lose
corrective value, particularly when learners perceive it as an inconvenience rather than a
learning opportunity (Zondo, 2024). Staffing shortages and workload pressures further
constrain schools’ ability to monitor detention effectively, especially in rural contexts
(Ngogi & Ajani, 2026). From an ecological standpoint, detention addresses behavioural
symptoms within the school microsystem but fails to engage family or community
systems that influence learner behaviour. This may explain why repeated detention does

not consistently produce lasting behavioural change.
8.3 Parent-teacher conferences

Findings indicate that parent—teacher conferences are initiated when learner
misconduct becomes persistent, with school management emphasising the importance of
parental involvement. While some learners temporarily improved behaviour following
parental engagement, both teachers and learners noted that such improvements were often
short-lived. Observations further suggested that most disciplinary incidents were
managed solely within the school, with limited immediate involvement of parents during
behavioural interventions. This aligns with literature demonstrating that parental
involvement enhances discipline effectiveness only when engagement is continuous and
collaborative rather than episodic (Hu et al., 2025; Rahman, 2025). In rural South African

contexts, socio-economic constraints, work commitments, and transport limitations often
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restrict consistent parental participation in school disciplinary processes (Mncube &
Madikizela-Madiya, 2022; Zondo, 2024). Ecological theory emphasises that sustainable
behavioural regulation requires alignment between home and school expectations within
the mesosystem. When disciplinary responses are not reinforced at home, learners may
revert to previous behavioural patterns once immediate pressure subsides. The findings
therefore suggest that parent—teacher conferences, while valuable, require ongoing

follow-up mechanisms to sustain behavioural improvement. (Bravo et al. (2026))
8.4 Suspension

Interview data revealed that suspension is used as a last resort for serious or
repeated misconduct and is perceived by learners as a severe sanction. Learners
acknowledged its seriousness but expressed concern about falling behind academically
and receiving limited behavioural support upon return. Observations indicated minimal
reintegration processes following learner absence due to disciplinary reasons, with
learners re-entering classrooms without structured behavioural monitoring or support.
These findings are consistent with growing evidence that exclusionary discipline may
protect short-term classroom order but can negatively affect academic progress and
emotional well-being, particularly for already vulnerable learners (Ngogi & Ajani, 2026;
Rahman, 2025). Recent studies advocate for reintegration plans that include counselling,
academic catch-up support, and behavioural monitoring to prevent repeat misconduct (Hu
et al., 2025; Ntshangase & Naidu, 2025). Ecological Systems Theory highlights that
suspension disrupts learners’ microsystem participation without addressing broader
relational or emotional drivers of behaviour. Without structured reintegration, learners
may return to the same social conditions that contributed to misconduct, increasing the

likelihood of recurrence.
9 CONCLUSION
This study examined the disciplinary measures currently used to manage learner

ill-discipline in a rural secondary school in the Bochum East Circuit of the Capricorn

North District, Limpopo Province, and assessed their perceived effectiveness from the
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perspectives of learners, educators, and school management, supported by non-participant
observations. The findings indicate that the school relies primarily on verbal warnings,
written warnings and conduct reports, detention, parent-teacher conferences, and
suspension to regulate learner behaviour. While these measures were generally effective
in managing immediate behavioural disruptions and signalling acceptable conduct, their
long-term effectiveness in promoting sustained behavioural change was limited. Guided
by Ecological Systems Theory, the findings suggest that learner ill-discipline is sustained
by interacting influences across classroom, family, school, and community systems.
Disciplinary measures implemented solely at the school level are insufficient when not
reinforced by parental involvement, emotional support, and institutional capacity. The
moderate effectiveness of current disciplinary practices reflects the absence of
coordinated, multi-level interventions that address the underlying social, emotional, and
contextual factors contributing to learner misconduct. Consequently, while existing
measures maintain short-term order, they do not adequately support learners’ long-term
behavioural development.

The study recommends integrating counselling and psychosocial support into
school disciplinary processes to address emotional, social, and family-related causes of
misconduct. Disciplinary measures such as detention and written warnings should be
paired with structured reflection, behaviour contracts, and mentorship to promote
behavioural development rather than punishment alone. Parental engagement must be
strengthened through flexible communication strategies and sustained collaboration to
reinforce behavioural expectations across home and school contexts. Teachers should
receive continuous professional development in restorative discipline, classroom

management, and adolescent psychosocial support.
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