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ABSTRACT 

This research focused on investigating how adopting a Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) approach to 

leadership influenced the learning culture in low-decile Limpopo, South African schools amid the 

challenges posed by the Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) crisis. The study employed the Head, 

Heart, and Hands Transformational Leadership Model as its theoretical framework. Through workshops 

with school leaders, the researchers gathered the leaders experiences and insights, revealing the 

difficulties faced by them during the pandemic and the strategies they employed to ensure continuous 

learning. The study underscores the significance of SEL in fostering mindfulness, self-mastery, and 

effective communication and relationship-building skills. The researchers recommend providing SEL 

training for school leaders and integrating SEL into teacher training programmes. Ultimately, the study 

contributes to advancing both theory and practice in the realm of SEL leadership, particularly in crises.  

Keywords: COVID-19, crisis management, head hearts and hands, ongoing staff training, staff 

wellbeing, transformational leadership, social-emotional learning 

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 

On 25 March 2020, the COVID-19 epidemic in South Africa resulted in a lockdown, due to the high 

rates of infections and all schools in the  province of Limpopo were forced to close (Amnesty International, 

2021). This made the role of leaders more difficult, but the principals did not give up and in this time of 

crisis, they still had hope. Protocols for COVID-19, rotational timetables, concerns about learning losses, 

inability to cover the curriculum, anxiety, despair, stress and burnout were all evident in schools (Ozamiz-

Extebarria, Mondragon & Santamaria, 2021). Even though principals are not psychologists and have to 

support others while dealing with similar traumas themselves, they were forced to develop social-

emotional learning (SEL) plans without any prior training. The SEL approach to leadership that forms the 

basis for a sustainable culture of learning can only be maintained through a pedagogy of care (Bergmark, 

2020). There were few school leaders at the time who were prepared to lead schools through a crisis of 

this magnitude. At the time, there were no guidelines readily available for principals. The requirement 

for wellness and psychosocial support for principals and their teams was critical.  

1  Date of Submission: 9 August 2023 
   Date of Review Outcome: 30 October 2023 
 Date of Acceptance: 9 February 2024 
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The Sandbox Project reports on school principals’ experiences in different schools throughout the 

Waterberg District using different SEL approaches because of the pandemic. Researchers in Sandbox 

have been exploring what ‘education in a fast-changing world’ (Yassim, 2021: 18) could look like in 

South African public schools. The Sandbox Project aims to conduct more research and share findings 

with school leaders to offer feedback to the sector and expand the evidence base about education in a 

rapidly changing world (EDHUB, 2021). In the role of leading schools during a crisis, school leaders 

were prompted to start looking at their policies and to make amendments, thereby creating opportunities 

for management, teachers and learners to learn more about SEL. After learning about SEL, it was evident 

that leaders were more equipped and empowered to manage and sustain a supportive and effective 

culture of learning.   

The study was exploratory in nature since it reports on leadership practices adopted during uncharted 

times when virtually every aspect of life was threatened (Guterres, 2020). In this study, leaders were 

approached about the challenges they experienced and the innovations they implemented to guarantee 

that learning continued throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. The main aim of this study was to identify 

SEL approaches to leadership that can positively transform the culture of learning in low-decile schools 

in Limpopo, South Africa. The deliberate focus on low-decile Limpopo schools in this research study was 

motivated by a commitment to addressing educational challenges in a targeted manner. By concentrating 

on a specific context, the study aimed to provide nuanced insights and tailored recommendations that 

directly resonate with the unique circumstances faced by schools in this region. While this focused 

approach may limit the generalisability of the findings to a broader educational landscape, it 

simultaneously enhances the study's depth and relevance to the identified context. Acknowledging this 

specific scope is not a limitation but a strategic choice, ensuring that the research outcomes are rooted 

in the reality of low-decile Limpopo schools, thereby contributing to more targeted and impactful 

interventions in similar global settings.   

The theoretical perspective below provides the perspective through which the researcher interpreted the 

experiences and approaches of the school leaders in the study.  

  

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE  

A Head, Heart, and Hands (HHH) perspective on transformational learning was used in this study as the 

theoretical lens through which the results were analysed. In this study, leaders were approached about 

the challenges they experienced and the innovations they implemented to guarantee that learning 

continued throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. This article explores the experiences of transformational 

leaders practising SEL in a time of crisis. SEL is the development of mindfulness, self-mastery and the 

skills to communicate and build relationships with others that are essential to being successful 

academically as well as in everyday life (Page, 2019). There are many references to SEL, such as 21st-

century skills, managing emotions, thinking critically and managing relationships, just to name a few 

(Jones & Doolittle, 2017).  

 

As part of this holistic approach to understanding the experiences of transformational leaders practising 

SEL in a time of crisis, the intellectual (head), emotional (heart) and practical aspects (hands) are involved. 

In this model, mindfulness, belonging, and deep engagement are essential for transformation to occur. 

The HHH model was needed so that school leaders and teachers could recognise the importance of 

ensuring that children have access to good education (Singleton, 2015). The HHH transformational 

model was used as the theoretical frame for this study to uncover and analyse the leadership skills 

required during times of crisis as well as how efficient leadership prepares for pandemics and other 

disasters. This model illustrates the holistic nature of transformational experience as it links critical 

reflection (head), relationship (heart) and engagement (hands) to the learning environment (hands). 

Figure 1 illustrates the HHH Transformational Model in more detail.  
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 Figure 1:  

The HHH Transformational Model (The Head, Heart and Hands Concept Model 2021)  

 

 

The most important queries stakeholders may have about the strategic transformation process are 

answered by this model. What are the problems, what needs to change, who is responsible for the 

change, and how will it be accomplished? As a result, teachers and leaders could gain a deeper 

understanding of problems and get staff and learners on board with a solution. All stakeholders are 

encouraged to work towards a common objective by balancing their heads, hearts and hands (The Head, 

Heart and Hands Concept Model, 2021). This model illustrates the holistic nature of transformational 

experience as it links critical reflection (head), relationship (heart) and engagement (hands) to the learning 

environment (hands).  Furthermore, incorporating SEL principles into leadership practices not only sheds 

light on the experiences of school leaders but also emphasises the transformative capacity of SEL in 

moulding educational environments, as elucidated in the literature review.   

 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

The literature review delves deeper into existing scholarly literature and theoretical frameworks related to 

the role of principals in educational change. It draws on various sources such as the HHH theoretical 

framework, scholarly articles on leadership in education and studies on the psychological state of 

teachers during the pandemic.   

 

Transformational leadership as a social-emotional learning leadership approach   

The leadership style of principals has a significant impact on the professional well-being of teachers, as 

the literature indicates that principals’ leadership styles impact the professional well-being of teachers. In 

addition, teachers’ well-being has a significant effect on learners’ performance. As a result, it is crucial 

to explore leadership styles and how principals can inspire SEL that will positively impact teachers’ well-

being and enhance students’ performance (Kok, 2018). Principals must be leaders not only in their 

schools but also in their communities and learning should be encouraged outside of the classroom. Since 

the role of educational leadership in school performance is seen as one of the most significant factors in 

enhancing effectiveness in the classroom, good leadership promotes a school’s learning culture 

(Cambridge International Examinations, 2015).  

 

Leaders of learning are likely to consider, study and implement the HHH transformational model as they 

reflect on the experiences and events of 2020 following the pandemic that is expected to continue into 

the near future. This article highlights the importance of transformational leadership competencies to be 

considered for the HHH model described by Anderman and Anderman (2020) since these competencies 

influence leadership approaches to managing a crisis. Effective leadership is crucial to the maintenance 

and growth of organisations in extraordinary times. School leaders must be capable of transformational 

leadership for such leadership to be recognised. Transformational leadership is defined as a situation in 
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which the management and employees empower and influence each other’s behaviour to achieve a 

common goal (Louw, Muriithi & Radloff, 2018). Efforts by transformational leaders have been shown to 

generate positive outcomes for the organisation by engaging their workers to support active behaviours 

(Lai, Tang & Lu, 2020). The language used by Freire challenges us to think about leadership in urban 

settings in ‘terms of love, humility, faith and hope’ (Miller, Brown & Hopson, 2016: 1078). Employees 

under transformational leadership have a higher positive effect on external job satisfaction, according to 

a study conducted by Lan et al. (2019). The outcome of this study highlights the importance of 

transformational leadership in improving employees’ job atmosphere and as a result, making them more 

competitive in the education industry. Furthermore, according to the research of Baker (2019), 

transformational leadership promotes interconnectedness, empathy and engagement. In this sense, 

school leaders must ensure that transformational leadership is used continuously during and beyond 

COVID-19 to stay current with changes that will have a long-term influence on our world. In the findings 

of a research study on the effect of readiness to change and the importance of transformational 

leadership on employees’ performance during the COVID-19 pandemic, it was concluded 

that transformational leadership has a positive and significant influence on employees’ change 

readiness, pioneering the chance to advance employee readiness in facing the emergence of 

the industrial era (Zaman et al., 2020).   

Transformational leadership’s effectiveness in maintaining and sustaining a positive culture of social-

emotional learning   

Learners must acquire social and emotional skills to form meaningful relationships, make sound 

decisions, communicate effectively and participate constructively in society. Teachers and school leaders 

must grasp that the development of resilient, productive and responsible citizens is about much more 

than academic accomplishment (Millard & McIntosh, 2020). To encourage social-emotional 

development in the classroom, school leaders must uphold high ethical standards for themselves, 

learners, teachers and parents. As a result, more meaningful interactions with staff members are likely 

to form, leading to enhanced SEL practices and outcomes (Bowers, Lemberger-Truelove & Brigman, 

2018). Personal change, self-care and self-empowerment are the prerequisites for many changes. If 

school leaders wish to establish trust and empathy with their personnel, they should examine their 

communication and decision-making processes (Issah, 2018). According to a study by Sezer and Uzun 

(2020), SEL leadership behaviours have a favourable impact on teachers’ organisational commitment 

and performance outcomes. It applied to my study since trust and transformation are crucial components 

of a successful learning environment. Principals can have a strong influence on their school’s learning 

culture by implementing practices that encourage cooperation and transformation as well as adapting 

leadership styles that foster an environment of care, compassion and emotional attachment (Dinsdale, 

2017).  

 

During and after COVID-19, school leaders should widen their professional development horizons. Self-

examination in terms of evaluating stress management practices and improving leadership in terms of 

how they can improve employees’ motivation and job satisfaction should all be part of a school principal’s 

leadership development. The role they play can create safe learning environments and encourage 

cooperative teaching to prepare learners with the skills they need to succeed academically and 

emotionally (Costa & Ostariz, 2019). Despite the numerous and unmapped challenges presented by the 

COVID-19 pandemic, this unprecedented period also offers numerous opportunities for transformation 

to take place from principals which include reviewing, re-evaluating and strengthening their technology 

integration (head); reflecting on their upward approaches and creating opportunities for social 

connectedness within and between teachers (heart); and connecting and creating stronger ecosystems of 

support and partnership with wider institutions (hands) (Bagwell, 2020).  
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METHODOLOGY 

The tools used to conduct research are highlighted in the research design. This study was a qualitative 

case study that investigated the phenomena of crisis-driven school leadership (in this case the COVID-

19 pandemic). Qualitative research is based on the perspectives of the study participants rather than the 

path in which the literature directs the researcher (Creswell, 2012). This research design allowed for a 

more in-depth examination of the phenomenon. Phenomenology examines the experience itself as well 

as how living through that experience or situation affects and changes one’s knowledge (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2015). Participants in phenomenological research encounter experiences and events differently 

depending on their perspectives and assumptions (Ary, Jacobs & Sorensen, 2010).  

A paradigm is a collection of beliefs, viewpoints or ways of thinking that determine how evidence is 

interpreted and examined during a research investigation (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017). The research 

paradigm is a conceptual lens that unpacks the methodology of the research being conducted. It also 

directs how the information will be assessed and presented in the conclusions (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017). 

This study employed an interpretivist paradigm (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015) which allowed participants to 

construct meaning from the event through communication between the researcher and the participants 

(Creswell, 2012). Interpretivism and qualitative research are inextricably linked since one is a 

methodological approach and the other is a technique for gathering data. Rather than relying on 

numbers or statistics, researchers that use the interpretivist paradigm and qualitative methodologies 

frequently seek out individual experiences, understandings and perceptions for their research to discover 

reality (Thanh & Thanh, 2015).   

Purposeful sampling was used to choose the principals for this investigation. This method of sampling 

was chosen to provide the researcher with access to as many different types of participants as possible, 

allowing them to gain as much information and insight as feasible (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). School 

leaders from poor schools in Limpopo, South Africa were approached as part of this investigation to see 

how they led their schools and staff members during a time of crisis - COVID-19. For the study, two 

principals participated in a three-hour online Zoom workshop demonstrating SEL approaches to 

leadership during COVID-19. Due to time and resource constraints, only two out of a potential four 

participants were able to participate in the study. The decision to have a sample size of only two 

participants was made after thoughtful consideration of the research question, methodology and 

available resources, ensuring that the study remains both feasible and meaningful.  

To gather data for the study, participants used visual participatory research instruments (metaphor 

drawing and photovoice pieces) as part of the workshops. To collect data for this study, the workshops 

were recorded, and the visual artefacts and discussions were analysed. With a small group of participants, 

the researcher formed stronger, closer bonds with them which resulted in more natural conversations 

and better data.  

The phenomenological study explored the experiences of school leaders in low-decile schools in 

Limpopo, South Africa and how they led their schools during and after the global pandemic underpinned 

by the HHH transformational model. Participant 1 had been the deputy principal at School A for more 

than 10 years. Participant 2 had been the principal at School B for 33 years. Both participants were 

female school leaders at low-decile primary schools in Limpopo, South Africa.  

Data were collected via a three-hour workshop with the respective staff members, online via Zoom. The 

workshop included the following activities:  

• Welcome and introduction done by the researcher

• Discussion of leader experiences during COVID-19 conducted by the participants

• Metaphor drawings completed by the participants
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• Individual discussions of drawings to explore the school leaders’ SEL approach to leadership by 

the participants, researcher and professor who was present in the workshop  

• Group consensus from drawing discussions conducted by the participants in collaboration with 

the researcher and professor present  

• Explanation of the photovoice activity required to be submitted to the researcher by a given 

deadline.  

The workshop included open-ended questions as well as the use of metaphor drawings and photovoice 

activities to gain specific information from each participant’s unique perspective and experience (Merriam 

& Tisdell, 2015). Participants were asked to explain how they viewed and implemented an SEL approach 

to leadership in their respective schools. Experiences were shared in the discussions about how each 

participant guided their schools during the COVID-19 pandemic. The school leaders also elaborated on 

the previous versus the current culture of learning at their schools, their staff members’ well-being, and 

the challenges they were facing in the mammoth task of leading in a crisis.  

Photovoice is a participatory research approach that allows participants to describe their environments 

and practices with a collection of photos or videos. There was a discussion and interpretation of the 

results to establish an understanding, create awareness and stimulate community change (Hannes & 

Wang, 2020). Participants were asked to take photographs that had literal and symbolic meanings which 

represented their individual experiences with SEL approaches from a HHH transformational perspective. 

Participants took photos of things that resonated with their leadership methods. The participants then 

provided feedback on their perspectives and narratives.  

This study involved multiple forms of data collection. This practice is known as triangulation and increases 

the reliability of conclusions drawn by the researcher (Portney & Watkins, 2015). This study employed 

multiple methods to ensure triangulation which increases the reliability of the conclusions drawn by the 

researcher. The methods used for triangulation in this study included:  

• Metaphor drawings: Participants in the study created metaphor drawings to represent 

their perspectives and experiences with SEL approaches. These drawings provided one 

set of data for the study.  

• Photovoice activities: Participants were asked to take photographs that had literal and 

symbolic meanings related to their leadership methods and experiences with SEL 

approaches. These photographs served as another source of data for the study.  

• Online Zoom workshop: The workshop included open-ended questions and discussions 

with the participants about their views and implementation of SEL approaches in their 

schools during the COVID-19 pandemic. The verbal feedback and voice notes provided 

during the workshop acted as important sources of data.  

• Transcripts of discussions: The recorded discussions from the online workshop were 

transcribed and analysed to identify themes and sub-themes related to the experiences 

of transformational leaders practising SEL in a time of crisis.  

By using these different methods of data collection, the study aimed to reduce bias and increase the 

reliability of the findings.  

 

DATA ANALYSIS  

Different data sets were thematically analysed to obtain the themes in relation to the phenomenon – 

experiences of transformational leaders practising SEL in a time of crisis (Creswell, 2012). The study 

interpreted this knowledge using the HHH theoretical framework and scholarly literature to determine the 

role of the principals in this process. The transcripts of the discussions, metaphor drawings and 
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photovoice activities to formulate relevant codes and themes from the data pertaining to the topic were 

interpreted (Creswell, 2012).  

 

The researcher evaluated the results by applying labels in the transcripts to identify themes as part of the 

coding procedure (Creswell, 2012). In addition, the researcher conducted the workshop from a neutral 

stance to gain information. The researcher made sure that the data decoding was done within the 

parameters of their intended function, which included understanding the participants’ thoughts and 

protecting their identities as warranted (Sutton & Austin, 2015). Two main themes emerged after the data 

were analysed, namely (1) Collaborative school culture, and (2) Social and emotional development of 

staff and students during a crisis. These themes are discussed next.    

 

DISCUSSION AND FINDINGS   

The pandemic created significant disruptions to education, introducing a myriad of both logistical and 

emotional challenges that required urgent attention. The research findings highlight the importance of 

SEL strategies and the need for school leaders to understand and implement these for effective 

management during global crises. The research underscores the pivotal role of school leaders in driving 

change, managing crises and maintaining a culture of learning. The two main themes and insights 

derived from qualitative data analysis are discussed below.  

 

Theme 1: Collaborative school culture   

The data suggest that the leaders of Schools A and B had to apply transformational leadership principles 

to gain the commitment of their staff to such a degree that high levels of accomplishment could become 

a moral imperative. Both participants explained the importance of involving all stakeholders to 

understand the changes that the COVID-19 pandemic has brought to the schools.  

Participant 1 stated the following:   

You know, putting all these changes in place is with the help of educators, the help of the SMT, 

the help of the department – everybody is putting a hand and that is why it is easier.   

Photovoice Piece 1 ‘Sharing and Collaborating’ – Participant 1 

Sharing and Collaborating  

I attended training, where now I realised that 

you know, caring for an individual, 

collaboration, sharing ideas, togetherness; 

that is where you can do good. At School A, 

our teachers respond with being hands-on; 

they help whenever they can. 

Photograph and narrative by Participant 1  

 

Participant 2 in agreement with Participant 1 gave the following explanation in one of the photovoice 

pieces:  
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Photovoice Piece 1 ‘Collaboration’ – Participant 2 

Collaboration 

We hold an SMT meeting to learn some of the 

challenges we are going to face during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Allocation of duties was 

done. We moved out from traditional timetable 

to rotational timetable. We attend a visual 

meeting to get the curriculum from the 

department. Teachers show relationship skills 

by working together as a team. Shared ideas 

among the SMT, teachers and learners.   Photograph and narrative by Participant 2 

The study revealed that a transformative leadership strategy should involve all stakeholders supporting 

SEL. The goals of leaders and followers should converge to the point where it is reasonable to expect a 

happy relationship and genuine convergence leading to agreed-upon solutions (Coll, 2018). The HHH 

framework highlights the holistic character of transformative experiences by integrating the intellectual 

(head) into deep thought, the emotion (heart) into factors in the development and the physical aspect 

(hands), to commitment to collaboration during challenging times (Singleton, 2015). The HHH model 

encapsulates the multi-faceted character of transformative processes as well as the relevance of the 

learning context. The environment of the educational setting provides a framework of real-world 

experience for deeper reflection, feelings of connectedness and stimulus control, all of which operate as 

motivators for the close connection and collaboration crucial for transformation, especially during and 

after something like a global pandemic (Quinlan, 2014). School leaders and teachers have a 

responsibility and an opportunity to broaden their understanding of transformational leadership to 

provide a more comprehensive view of the HHH Transformational Leadership Model.  

During the COVID-19 crisis, transformational leadership became the general reaction, necessitating 

more educational leaders and managers to engage, communicate, discuss and navigate their way 

through the difficulties (Harris, Azorin & Jones, 2021). Effective school leadership is nowadays 

interconnected, cooperative, creative and adaptable by demand rather than by planning. 

Transformational leadership has respective underlying value-based styles of guidance. This leadership 

style has a noteworthy existing value system and when implemented correctly, it can increase team 

effectiveness and promote good governance.   

Social support and interaction are included as important elements of a positive organisational culture 

that leads to improved organisational readiness for change – meaning that positive influences can 

facilitate an environment more encouraging to individual willingness and openness for an organisation’s 

change involvement and supportiveness (Madsen, Miller & John, 2015). Key people’s readiness for 

change (such as the school’s management team) will act as a mediator in the relationship between 

employees’ perceptions of cultural orientation and their subsequent implementation of the new standard 

operating procedures.  

Both participants agreed that at the beginning of the pandemic, they did not know much about the 

outbreak, stigmatisation and all the new protocols required. The sub-theme of creating a supportive and 

effective culture of learning was therefore divided into two separate points of discussion. Firstly, school 

leaders had to identify the need for professional experts to educate them as well as their teachers and 

learners about the Coronavirus itself.   
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Social-emotional learning (SEL) is demonstrably important in academic achievement in schools, 

universities, employment and beyond, according to research. A growing number of schools and districts 

around the world appreciate the significance of SEL, but many are unsure where it belongs – whether as 

an intervention programme or as a supplement to already overburdened academic content. Hood (2020) 

argues that the difference with SEL is that most professionals have not taken emotional intelligence classes 

or participated in programmes designed to improve their social-emotional skills. This creates a divide 

and makes implementation much more difficult, as many teachers and leaders are not confident in their 

own ability to represent, promote and present the information to others. If schools and districts are serious 

about putting SEL first in the classroom, they will have to figure out how to put it first in staff meetings, 

SMT meetings and throughout the organisation. Adults, such as school leaders are the first to benefit 

from SEL. This is not something we simply hand out to students. Furthermore, the school principals had 

to find out how to avoid stigmatisation and build supportive relationships with each other. The following 

photovoice segment and metaphorical drawing depict the assistance and contributions that schools 

used.  

Photovoice Piece 2 ‘Getting professional support and guidance’ – Participant 1 

Getting Professional Support and Guidance 

We also invited psychologists who can help 

with the educators. The psychologists were the 

ones sitting there talking to the educators, to 

make them aware you know, mentally 

because they were affected mentally and 

emotionally. This just helped to bring them 

back to the school environment. To say you're 

one of us, you belong somewhere, don't feel 

alone. The psychologists spoke to all teachers 

and then the stigma was removed.  

Photograph and narrative by Participant 1  

Participant 2 corroborated the importance of ongoing professional support and training regarding 

COVID-19 protocols for people to understand and implement the rules (workshop lines 233 – 236):   

People are still holding on to the old mentality to say even go to, you know, a field where 

somebody passed on due to COVID, then you’ll also get sick. But now we got PPE, sanitisers, 

and protocols to protect us. They give us an idea that you know, you must not run away.  

Participant 1 passionately reiterated collaboration: 

It is important to share one mind; one goal – it makes it easier for people when we spread the 

same vision to everyone. I think if these experts can do more talks, the community and South 

Africa will be a better place for everyone. For example, the community is so afraid that they can't 

even come to the funeral because they think they'll get sick you know. I think it is important for 

the information to be spread to all the people around us. I think then we will be able to do a lot 

to minimise the stigma and stuff.  
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Participant 1: Metaphor Drawing: ‘Expert help’ 

 

  

Secondly, the findings of the study also revealed that school leaders had to familiarise themselves with 

all standard operating procedures which led them to realise that they must be extra strict with discipline 

and supervision as necessary steps to mitigate any harmful factors. Wangaard, Elias and Fink (2014) 

state that we must acknowledge more than just the head component of the academic offering to meet 

the demands placed on the educational system. According to their research, the heart and head elements 

must be included to achieve the best educational practices. Within these networks, school leaders must 

empower communities to form relationships with one another (heart) and to develop a high standard of 

behavioural competence (hand). The holistic education of learners’ heads, hearts and hands, it is 

concluded, would result in genuine preparation for school and life success. The lack of including SEL pre-

COVID was exposed in this study. The participants, however, acknowledged that they found the means 

to support their staff and offer them the required training, as highlighted previously. The most responsible 

approach to accomplish substantial results is a strategic approach to execute the intended goals of moral 

education, SEL and holistic development by engaging the HHH of our teachers and learners (Shaikh & 

Lachman, 2021), which leads to transformation. The next theme involves an exploration of strategies and 

initiatives aimed at fostering the emotional intelligence, interpersonal skills and overall well-being of both 

educators and learners within an educational setting. This foundational approach recognises the critical 

role that social and emotional competencies play in creating a positive and conducive learning 

environment.   

 

Theme 2: Social and emotional development of staff and students during a crisis   

The findings of the study revealed that a crisis provides an opportunity for school leaders to reflect and 

learn to create something better within a school or organisation going forward. Effective learning can 

only take place in a safe environment (Joubert, 2017). For this reason, safety orientation was a priority 
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at schools. Participants responded with a variety of rules and protocols they have at their schools to create 

as safe an environment as possible.   

Schools in Limpopo, South Africa needed to build learning structures that would pay special attention to 

social and emotional components, in addition to obtaining expert guidance and assistance in terms of 

personal protective equipment and COVID-19 standard operating procedures (Magampa et al., 2018). 

It is critical to consider the reality of unequal opportunities which was highlighted in the government’s 

measures in South Africa (conducting classes via online platforms; radio and television not being 

accessible to all learners across the country); these inequalities should aid in re-evaluating how crisis 

education preparation can be inclusive across all provinces and socio-economic backgrounds (Kamga, 

2020).  

Participants agreed that being isolated with restricted resources, along with the fear of developing 

COVID-19, negatively affected learners and teachers mentally.   

In Figure 1, Participant 1 explained (workshop lines 112–127): 

There comes a learner who is very much discouraged. The learner was traumatised. The learner 

comes from extreme poverty and illnesses that the learners need to be attended to. By the 

leadership at school, educators and everybody here – they must empathise with him. You’ll see, 

he is running happily to school where is support and nutritional support. He runs to a place 

where safety is seen as protection given in curriculum support and psychosocial support. The 

child will be happy to be away from home where there is no hope. A parent might have died or 

have the illness, or they know someone who is very ill due to the coronavirus. But the child will 

need to go to a place where there are people who can sympathise. To hold their hand and give 

him support. And then that child who is never interested in schoolwork; now know that to remain 

or stay at home is not effective; because he knows that he suffered but that he can get help from 

the school he is attending. In School A, we practice togetherness.  

Figure 1:  

Metaphor Drawing: ‘Discouraged learner getting support results in a happy and motivated 

learner’ – Participant 1  

In agreement with Participant 1, Participant 2 confirmed that emotional learning is very important. She 

elaborated on her metaphor drawing (Figure 2) in workshop lines 345–354:   

The first one you see is learners with me. As a leader, I'm conducting research based on the 

challenges we are in contact with during this difficult time. As per the picture, learners are sharing 
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their views on how COVID-19 has impacted them emotionally. Due to COVID-19, some learners 

were able to build positive relationships such as working in teams and dealing with conflict 

effectively. Even the educators are showing understanding and empathy to each other as each, 

and understand every learner has their challenges and emotions. As per the picture, a discussion 

was made regarding this decision-making. Stories were shared among these learners. Problems 

were identified and is part of emotional learning.  

Figure 2: 

Metaphor Drawing: ‘Let’s talk about feelings’ – Participant 2  

 

 

Specifically, the pandemic’s ambiguity and imperceptibility generated an adverse reaction among both 

learners and teachers. The South African government, therefore, needs to act rapidly to make online 

learning a reality for future crises, particularly for rural learners who would require assistance in accessing 

and benefiting from this relatively new learning experience. Schools and colleges should also be given 

resources so that they may design SEL programmes that are motivated by context-specific needs (Landa, 

Zhou & Marongwe, 2021) which would result in transformed organisations. While this study aims to 

contribute valuable insights to the field, it is essential to recognise and address certain limitations inherent 

in the research design. Both researchers and readers need to be aware of the constraints discussed next 

as they shape the boundaries within which the study's conclusions can be applied and interpreted.  

 

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY  

The participants were working unprecedented hours to facilitate learning during the pandemic, and they 

were not available during the academic school term to participate in the online Zoom workshop. The 

workshop session then had to be scheduled during the school holiday, which resulted in the original 

planning of having two respective workshops combined into only one session. Consequently, the 

participants were asked to complete the photovoice activity by a certain deadline. They were asked to 

submit their photos and voice notes to explain the meaning of each photo. One of the participants was 

overwhelmed with commitments and often had a delayed response time regarding her photovoice pieces 

because of unplanned power outages. In South Africa, when a power station is unable to meet the 

demand for electricity, certain parts of the grid experience power cuts as a protective measure for power-

generating assets, a practice known as loadshedding. The heightened frequency of loadshedding 
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sessions in South Africa posed resource and time constraints and contributed to limited contact 

opportunities with the participants. The COVID-19 pandemic is not over (during the time of writing this 

paper); therefore, the full social and emotional effects on learners, teachers and school leaders cannot 

be fully comprehended or quantified yet. A phenomenon such as post-traumatic stress disorder can only 

be studied when the pandemic has passed and school leaders who are living through this crisis have 

passed through all the changes resulting from the effects of the pandemic. The study focused on low-

decile primary schools in Limpopo Province, South Africa and the findings are limited to these schools.  

 

RECOMMENDATIONS   

While schools have various policies in place, such as health and safety, curriculum aspects and human 

resources, among others, the principals in these low-decile primary schools in Limpopo, South Africa 

were not fully aware of what an SEL policy requires in terms of a transformational approach when leading 

during a changing world, such as was the case with COVID-19. This led to the following two 

recommendations.  

 

Recommendation 1  

The Limpopo Province Department of Education policies for teacher training should include guidelines 

on counselling and psychosocial difficulties. Schools in Limpopo, South Africa should also develop and 

implement learning systems that promote social and emotional development. In addition, principals 

should get additional training on the skills teachers need to regulate their own emotions and effectively 

deal with the stress that will come with their responsibilities. The Limpopo Province Department of 

Education should include counselling in their teacher training programme and an example is the healing 

circles which can be implemented at school, circuit and district levels.  

 

Recommendation 2  

Principals should be allowed to undergo SEL training as a leadership approach and this should become 

a requirement for all school principals. This blueprint of crisis management from an SEL perspective will 

assist school leaders with their preparedness during a crisis, as they will have the skills to manage and 

communicate in extreme circumstances. The training can be provided by professional experts, such as 

trauma counsellors, psychologists and social workers. Training can be done at the school management 

level as well as with teachers and learners. This could lead to school leaders and teachers who will be 

better equipped with resilience and transformational skills to manage trauma and crises better.  

 

 

SUGGESTIONS: AREAS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH  

Some potential avenues for future research on SEL leadership during crises could include:  

• Examining the long-term effects of SEL leadership during crises: Research could investigate the 

lasting impact of SEL approaches on the mental health and well-being of learners, staff and 

school leaders even after a crisis has passed.  

• Exploring the evolution of SEL frameworks post-crisis: Research could explore how SEL 

approaches may need to be adapted or modified considering the lessons learnt during a crisis. 

This could involve examining whether the same theoretical frameworks and strategies are still 

applicable or if new approaches are needed.  

• Developing an SEL blueprint for future crises: Research could focus on creating a comprehensive 

SEL blueprint that can serve as a reference for school leaders in managing and leading during 

future crises. This blueprint could apply to both private and public institutions and guide effective 

SEL strategies and interventions.  
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• Exploring contrasting views and challenges experienced by school leaders during the

implementation of SEL strategies during and after a crisis period.

CONTRIBUTION OF THE STUDY TO THE DEVELOPMENT OF THEORY AND PRACTICE 

This study contributes to the development of theory and practice in the field of SEL leadership during 

crises in several ways:  

• The study highlights the importance of SEL approaches in leadership during a crisis such as the

COVID-19 pandemic. It emphasises the need for leaders to be compassionate, communicative

and empathic in building relationships with learners and participating in ongoing training on

SEL and staff well-being.

• The study introduces the HHH Transformational Leadership Model as a theoretical framework

for understanding and implementing SEL approaches during crises. This model emphasises

mindfulness, belonging and deep engagement as essential elements for transformation to

occur.

• The study provides insights into the challenges faced by school leaders during the COVID-19

pandemic and the innovative solutions they implemented to ensure that learning continued. It

highlights the role of SEL in supporting and sustaining a supportive and effective culture of

learning during crises.

• The study offers recommendations for policy and practice, such as including guidelines on

counselling and psychosocial difficulties in teacher training programmes, implementing learning

systems that promote social and emotional development and providing SEL training for school

principals.

• Overall, this study contributes to the understanding of how SEL leadership can positively impact

the learning culture during crises and provides practical recommendations for implementing SEL

approaches in educational settings.

CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this study was to highlight some of the challenges faced and solutions implemented by 

school leaders as they led their institutions through the COVID-19 pandemic. In the role of leading 

schools during a crisis, school leaders were prompted to start looking at their policies and to make 

amendments to opportunities for management, teachers and learners to learn more about SEL. When 

acquiring social-emotional skills, it was evident that leaders were more equipped and empowered to 

manage and sustain a supportive and effective culture of learning. It is hoped that this study has 

highlighted some of the challenges that school leaders encountered and the solutions they realised in 

response to these challenges while leading with their hearts, heads and hands in rural primary schools 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. Collaboration among educators, the school management team and 

the education department were crucial in implementing the necessary changes. The study highlighted the 

importance of creating a supportive and empowering environment for teachers and staff. This included 

providing resources, training and emotional support to navigate the challenges of the pandemic. Effective 

communication and clear guidance from school leaders were also essential in ensuring a smooth 

transition and maintaining a sense of purpose and motivation among the staff.  

The implications of these findings suggest that during times of crisis, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, 

school leaders need to adopt a transformational leadership approach and prioritise collaboration and 

support. By involving all stakeholders and creating a conducive environment, leaders can effectively 

navigate challenges and ensure the well-being and success of their schools.  
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