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Abstract — Teacher-targeted bullying by learners is an under-researched yet significant issue within the South African education
system, with serious implications for teacher well-being and the quality of teaching and learning. While existing research has
predominantly focused on learner-on-learner bullying, limited attention has been given to teachers” experiences of victimisation,
particularly across both digital and physical contexts. This study explores the lived experiences of South African teachers who
have been subjected to online and offline bullying by learners. It employed a qualitative case study research design through an
interpretive paradigm. Five participants were recruited through snowball sampling from the Tshwane South district in Gauteng
province, South Africa. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and analysed via thematic analysis. The
findings revealed pervasive boundary violations, including learners obtaining teachers’ personal contact details, engaging in
persistent digital harassment, issuing anonymous threats, and, in some cases, extending intimidation into teachers’ private
spaces. These experiences resulted in significant emotional and psychological distress, including anxiety, hypervigilance, and
professional disillusionment. The study further demonstrates the increasing permeability between online and offline
victimisation, where harassment extends beyond the school environment into teachers’ personal lives. Drawing on
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory and the National School Safety Framework, the study conceptualises teacher
victimisation as a multi-layered ecological phenomenon. It highlights the need for more inclusive and responsive school safety

policies.
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I. INTRODUCTION

HE Department of Basic Education (DBE, 2016) presented the

National School Safety Framework (NSSF) and stressed the need for

safe schools for all. Venketsamy et al. (2020) described the classroom
as a traditional learning sanctuary where teachers share knowledge and
learners build skills. However, this ideal often clashes with what
teachers experience in South African schools, where safe, effective
learning is not always possible. Violence and bullying from society have
entered schools, increasing risks for both learners and teachers
(Venketsamy, 2024).

Teacher-targeted bullying and harassment by learners is a growing
issue in South African schools (South African Democratic Teachers
Union [SADTU], 2018; Office of Justice Programmes, 2024). Research
shows most educators have faced some form of bullying in their careers
(Kollerova et al., 2023). Baxen (2021) and Venketsamy (2024) found that
teacher-targeted bullying includes verbal abuse, disrespect, physical
aggression, and cyberbullying through digital tools. Therefore, this
study agrees with Kollerova et al. (2023) that the impact goes beyond
simple discomfort. Teacher bullying harms psychological and physical
well-being, work commitment, and the quality of education.

Majong (2022) and SADTU (2018) argued that discussions about
school safety often focus on learner-on-learner bullying, thereby
masking teacher victimisation. The National Institute of Justice (Office
of Justice Programmes, 2024) and Reddy et al. (2024) confirmed that
student-driven verbal, physical, and psychological abuse is widespread
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and severe, causing significant emotional, psychological, and physical
harm to teachers. Mthiyane (2013) and Baxen (2021) added that ongoing
societal crises in South Africa, such as community violence, economic
instability, and a decline in learners' respect for authority (Badimo &
Masisi, 2025; Ghanamah, 2025), worsen this abuse.

The National Association of Head Teachers (NAHT) (2025) found
that the digital age has introduced new aspects to teacher-targeted
bullying. Learners can now use technology to harass teachers outside
school. Although cyberbullying against teachers is not well-studied in
South Africa, it is a painful reality for many educators and affects both
their emotional and professional well-being (Campher, 2023). This
study argues that the line between online and offline victimisation is
blurring, as harassment in one context often continues into the other.

This study examines a troubling trend in which learners obtain
teachers' personal phone numbers, make incessant calls, follow them
home, issue anonymous threats, and challenge their authority. These
actions violate boundaries between educators and learners,
undermining teachers' sense of safety and security at work and at home.

II. LITERATURE REVIEW

Conceptualising teacher-targeted bullying

Teacher-targeted bullying, also called educator-targeted bullying,
draws on established definitions of bullying and adapts them to the
teacher-learner relationship. Masoka (2024) explained that bullying is
aggressive, intentional, happens repeatedly, and develops over time,
occurring within a relationship marked by an imbalance of power
(Adewusi, 2021; Baxen, 2021; Venketsamy, 2024). In teacher-learner
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dynamics, the definition requires careful consideration because
traditionally, in South African educational settings, teachers hold
authority.

The traditional power imbalance in educational settings positions
teachers as authority figures. However, Antanovich (2025) and Baxen
(2021) found that learners can subvert this dynamic through various
means, creating situations where the teacher becomes powerless despite
their formal authority. Consistent with the findings of Masoka (2024)
and Venketsamy et al. (2020), teacher-targeted bullying may be
conceptualised as a multifaceted construct that includes threats of
physical assault, verbal abuse, racial and sexual slurs, repeated
intimidation, disrespectful conduct, vandalism of personal property,
and persistent classroom disruption. Critically, this framing highlights
both overt and covert forms of aggression, underscoring the
compounded impact of such behaviours on the teaching and learning
environment. Hence, Nwoko et al. (2025) found that, due to violence
against teachers, teachers lose their passion for teaching and become
despondent in the workplace.

In South Africa, this phenomenon is common across all schools
(Sambo & Govender, 2023). The National School Violence Study (Burton
& Leoschut, 2013) found the highest rate of school violence in the
Western Cape Province (28.7%), followed by Limpopo (25.2%) and the
Free State (13.2%). The 2013 National Education Association study
showed that approximately 18% of teachers and 14% of educational
support professionals reported being bullied at work. De Wet and
Jacobs (2013) found that 79.7% of educators in the Free State and Eastern
Cape had experienced bullying during their careers. Bradshaw et al.
(2013) found that over 22% of 1,547 school staff members at 109 public
schools had been bullied. Huang et al. (2020), using a national United
States survey, found that 10% of K-12 teachers received threats, and 6%
reported being attacked in the past year. Masoka (2024) stated that
teacher-targeted bullying remains a major issue in South African
schools, harming teacher well-being, retention, and educational quality.

Forms of bullying: Online and offline dimensions

The literature identifies multiple forms that teacher-targeted bullying
can take. Baxen's (2021) qualitative study provided a comprehensive
typology based on victims' narratives, identifying verbal, non-verbal,
psychological, and physical abuse occurring during and after school
hours. Verbal abuse includes insults, mockery, and derogatory
comments, while non-verbal abuse encompasses threatening gestures
and intimidating behaviours. Psychological abuse encompasses
manipulation, exclusion, and behaviours intended to inflict emotional
distress, while physical abuse ranges from the destruction of personal
property to acts of direct physical assault (Baxen, 2021; Masoka, 2024).

Although much literature exists on verbal, non-verbal, physical, and
psychological bullying, Campher (2023) found that the digital
dimension of teacher-targeted bullying has received increasing
attention in recent years. Sibisi et al. (2025) found that learners are
increasingly using digital technologies to harass subject teachers online,
including threatening messages, rumour-spreading, and social
exclusion. Baxen (2021) and Venketsamy (2024) argued that this form of
bullying extends beyond school grounds, making it difficult for victims
to find respite and support. These authors agreed that teacher-targeted
bullying highlights the pervasive and multifaceted nature of bullying in
schools in Gauteng and KwaZulu-Natal, emphasising its profound
impact on teachers' mental and emotional well-being.

Treurnich's (2014) study of a secondary school teacher's experiences
of cyberbullying by learners in Gauteng represents one of the few South
African explorations of this phenomenon. She argued that learners find
it easier to cyberbully teachers behind a screen. However, the
participants in her study experienced stressful cyberbullying, which
had a predominantly negative and painful impact on teachers' well-
being, thus having damaging impacts on emotional and professional
well-being.

Teacher-targeted bullying is not only a South African phenomenon.
International research has documented similar patterns. A Lithuanian
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study involving 1,146 teachers found that 65.8% had experienced
victimisation by students, with verbal and social victimisation being
most common (Dirzyte et al., 2024). In the United Kingdom, Holt and
Birchall (2023) and the NAHT (2025) research revealed that 82% of
school leaders had experienced abuse from parents in the past year, with
online abuse cited by 46% of respondents. The study documented
reports of trolling on social media, hate campaigns in parent WhatsApp
groups, and harassment that left some educators suffering anxiety,
depression, and panic attacks.

Munk and Kennedy (2024) advanced an online-offline continuum
approach to victimisation, emphasising that the blurring of boundaries
between digital and physical contexts is a particularly significant feature
of contemporary experiences of victimisation. As Heung et al. (2026)
observed, "online abuse is coming out of the screen and actually into the
[school] yard, and perhaps the bravery and boldness seen on social
media is leaking into our face-to-face interactions" (para. 4). This
observation aligns with and extends findings reported by Baxen (2021),
Campher (2023), and Majong (2022), which document how online
harassment can escalate into offline behaviours such as physical
surveillance and intrusion into personal spaces. Critically, these studies
expose the permeability of the online-offline divide and underscore the
profound psychosocial consequences for educators, whose professional
responsibility to provide a safe and supportive learning environment is
compromised by such violations.

Effects of teacher-targeted bullying on teacher well-being

The consequences of teacher-targeted bullying for educator well-
being are well established in the literature and remain a significant
concern. Campher (2023) and Majong (2022) argued that teacher-
targeted bullying undermines teachers' emotional, psychological, and
physical well-being, extending beyond isolated incidents to produce
sustained harm that affects professional identity and classroom
confidence. In many cases, this leads to heightened stress, anxiety,
emotional exhaustion, and burnout, with Kollerova et al. (2023) noting
reduced job satisfaction and potential withdrawal from the profession.

Sibisi et al. (2025) further emphasised that these effects are
multidimensional. Professionally, teacher-targeted bullying disrupts
classroom management, weakens teacher authority, and negatively
affects teaching and learning (Venketsamy, 2024). Psychologically, it
contributes to anxiety, depression, trauma responses, and reduced self-
efficacy (Baxen, 2021; Venketsamy, 2024). Comparative evidence from
Goldberg (2024) similarly reported severe mental health consequences
among teachers subjected to harassment, including panic attacks,
insomnia, and medically diagnosed depression requiring leave.

Physically, ongoing victimisation is associated with somatic
symptoms such as sleep disturbances, appetite changes, and stress-
related illness (Hansen et al., 2021), reflecting the cumulative impact of
chronic stress. Socially, Berkowitz (2025) noted withdrawal, isolation,
and reluctance to seek support due to shame and stigma, while De Wet
(2016) highlighted strained relationships with parents and the wider
community. Overall, teacher-targeted bullying emerges not as an
interpersonal issue alone but as a systemic occupational risk with
profound implications for teacher well-being and educational stability.

Institutional responses to teacher victimisation

School and educational authority responses to teacher victimisation
significantly influence outcomes for affected educators (Huang et al.,
2020). Moon et al. (2023) suggested that when teachers feel good about
the overall fairness of school procedures, they are more likely to be
satisfied with the school's response to reports of victimisation. They
stated that there is a positive correlation between teachers' perceptions
of procedural justice within their school community and their
satisfaction with school responses, as well as with their own levels of
physical and emotional distress.

Conversely, Goldberg (2024) stated that inadequate institutional
responses can compound the harm experienced by victimised teachers.
When schools fail to take reports seriously, when disciplinary processes
are ineffective, or when teachers feel unsupported by management, the
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sense of violation and powerlessness deepens (Baxen, 2021). The lack of
support from administrators has been identified as a factor that
negatively affects teachers' feelings, interpersonal challenges, and
perceptions of school systems and policies (Venketsamy, 2024).

The Department of Basic Education (DBE, 2025) and the South
African Police Service officially signed and launched the revised Safe
Schools Protocol on June 24, 2025. This collaborative initiative aimed to
curb rising violence, bullying, gangsterism, and drug abuse by
strengthening police presence in schools and creating formalised, safe
environments. The initiative formalises direct links between schools and
their nearest police stations, requiring each school to establish a
functional safety committee comprising police, teachers, and governing
body representatives. According to the DBE (2025), the protocol
includes commitments to crime-prevention programmes, visible
policing in hotspot areas, regular safety audits, and improved staff
vetting. Additionally, the DBE's School Safety Directorate has
developed a draft Manual on Bullying Prevention in South African
Schools, intended to capacitate schools to identify bullying incidents,
understand their manifestations and impacts on learners and teachers,
and manage them effectively. The manual recognises that bullying can
affect victims' emotional and psychological well-being, potentially
leading to depression, anxiety, trauma, low self-esteem, and, in extreme
cases, suicidal ideation. However, the gap between policy and
implementation remains a significant concern.

In South Africa, a policy analysis of the NSSF (DBE, 2016) addressing
school safety reveals notable omissions regarding teacher-targeted
bullying. Developed in partnership with the Centre for Justice and
Crime Prevention, the NSSF advances a standardised, multi-sectoral
approach to school safety, emphasising violence prevention, the
establishment of school-based safety teams, strengthened school-police
collaboration, and victim-friendly reporting systems. However, its
operational focus is predominantly learner-centred, with teachers
largely seen as implementers of safety measures rather than potential
victims requiring protection. This policy does not explicitly recognise
teacher-targeted bullying as a distinct form of victimisation, nor does it
outline dedicated reporting procedures or support structures for
educators who experience learner-perpetrated harassment. This
absence is significant, as Campher (2013) and Baxen (2021) argued that
policy silence can translate into institutional inaction, with school
management often perceiving no clear mandate to respond. In this way,
the NSSF's limited recognition of teacher victimisation may reinforce
what has been described as institutional "blindness" to educators' lived
experiences of harm.

III. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory (1979) explains human
development as the result of interacting environmental systems. These
include the microsystem (immediate contexts such as school and home),
mesosystem (connections between these settings), exosystem (indirect
influences such as institutional policies), macrosystem (broader cultural
and societal values), and chronosystem (changes over time). Amali et al.
(2023) stated that the Ecological Systems Theory emphasises reciprocal
influences between individuals and their environments rather than
linear causation. Therefore, this theory is particularly useful for
understanding teacher-targeted bullying, as it highlights how classroom
interactions, school-home-digital linkages, policy environments,
societal attitudes, and technological change collectively shape
experiences of victimisation.

To explore the lived experiences of teacher-targeted bullying, this
study drew on Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979) alongside the Department of Basic Education's
National School Safety Framework (DBE, 2016), the core policy response
to school violence in South Africa. While Bronfenbrenner's model
emphasises the complex interplay among environmental systems that
shape teachers' experiences of victimisation, the NSSF provides an
institutional framework intended to safeguard victims of bullying.
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Together, these frameworks offer a lens for analysing both the depth of
the problem and the adequacy of current responses.

Bronfenbrenner's microsystem reveals the daily realities teachers face
in the classroom, on school grounds, and in other areas that threaten
their emotional well-being (Evans, 2025). Sullivan (2025) stated that the
mesosystem shows how the lines between school, home, and the online
world have become dangerously blurred, where learners exploit these
boundaries. The exosystem includes the quiet but powerful roles of
unions, school governing bodies, and education departments; their
decisions or silence determine whether a teacher receives support when
required. At this level, inconsistent policy implementation weakens
trust in institutional support (Campher, 2023). At the broadest level, the
macrosystem reflects how South Africa's fractured social authority and
justice have seeped into schools, making violence and aggression feel
ordinary and respect for teachers optional. Furthermore, Modise (2025)
maintained that government policies do not adequately address issues
of gang violence, community instability, and systemic inequalities that
influence school environments. Bronfenbrenner's chronosystem serves
as a reminder that bullying is not static; it shifts with new technology
and intensifies different approaches to bullying teachers (Sakroni, 2025).
Therefore, policies have not kept pace with the rapid growth of digital
harassment and offer limited guidance to schools for addressing
cyberbullying.

Against this ecological backdrop, the NSSF emerges as a formal
institutional intervention. The policy emphasises commitments to
school safety, school-police partnerships, crime prevention
programmes, visible policing, and victim-friendly spaces (DBE, 2016;
DBE, 2025). One of its preconditions is that every educator feels safe at
school. Yet, in South Africa and globally, schools are often characterised
by violence, bullying, and fear, impacting not only educational
outcomes but also the psychosocial well-being of teachers. However,
when critically examined against Bronfenbrenner's framework, the
policy's primary orientation remains the victimisation of learners, with
the microsystem realities of teachers largely neglected (Campher, 2023).
Teachers who report bullying often find their complaints dismissed or
inadequately addressed. Although Bronfenbrenner's theory highlights
the multi-layered ecology of teacher victimisation, the NSSF
inadequately addresses it, treating teachers as providers of safety rather
than recipients. Therefore, by foregrounding teachers' lived experiences
within the ecological model and juxtaposing them against the policy's
institutional mandate, the DBE can become more aware of the situation
at the school level. Bridging this gap requires policies that are not merely
written but enacted to protect all stakeholders within the school
environment (Venketsamy, 2024).

Figure 1: Ecological-Policy Integration Model (adapted by Venketsamy,
2024)

ical Systems Theory and the Safe School Policy in
Understanding Teacher-Targeted Bullying

Chronosystem Safe School Policy Challenges

Focus on Learners Only

S Inconsistent Implementation
Teacher Victimisation

Emotional Impact

Cyberbullying & Stalking Offline/Online Gaps

Nmadesfinal
Ehological me= Response Lack of Societal Awareness

Bridging the Gap: Towards Holistic Protection for Teachers

Figure 1 integrates Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory
(1979) with the Department of Basic Education's National School Safety
Framework (2016). The visual illustrates how teacher-targeted bullying
operates across multiple ecological levels (microsystem, mesosystem,
exosystem, macrosystem, and chronosystem) and shows where the
NSSF policy intervenes and where it does not. Source: Developed by the
author for this study, drawing conceptually on Bronfenbrenner's
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original model and the NSSF's policy mandates.

IV. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

This study explores the experiences of teachers who have been
subjected to both online and offline bullying by learners, with particular
attention to how such victimisation affects their personal and
professional well-being. It also aimed to examine the nature of teacher-
targeted bullying in both online and offline contexts, including instances
in which learners violate professional boundaries. In addition, it sought
to assess the impact of these experiences on teachers' well-being and to
explore educators' perspectives on how schools respond to such
incidents. Finally, the study aimed to contribute to policy, practice, and
future research by applying an ecological approach to understanding
teacher-targeted bullying.

V.METHODS

Research approach

This study adopted a qualitative research approach to explore the
effects of online and offline victimisation on teachers' well-being
because of learner bullying. As both Creswell (2014) and Maree (2020)
concurred, the qualitative approach is most appropriate for exploring
participants' lived experiences. This study explored teachers' emotional
states and well-being, as well as their person-centered descriptions of
learners' online and offline bullying.

Research paradigm

Qualitative research lends itself effectively to an interpretivist
paradigm (Cohen et al, 2018). Since interpretivism explores
participants' narratives, it emphasises the subjective meanings they
attach to their experiences. Their narratives and experiences deepened
the insights into the effects of online and offline bullying on their
emotional and psychological well-being.

Research design

This study utilised a descriptive qualitative case study method to
explore teachers' experiences of online and offline bullying. Yin (2018)
agreed that a descriptive qualitative case study allows researchers to
explore a phenomenon in detail. This case study design enabled the
collection of rich, detailed data about the nature of bullying experiences,
their effects on well-being, and teachers' perceptions of institutional
responses. Yin further posited that a "case" is inherently bounded and
context-specific. In this study, the "case" referred to the Tshwane South
District in Gauteng Province. This case study design enabled
participants to tell their stories in their own words, providing narrative
depth that quantitative studies often lack.

Participants

The participants included five teachers from public schools in the
Tshwane South District, Gauteng Province, South Africa. Due to the
sensitivity of the topic and teachers' reluctance to share their
experiences, the researcher used snowball sampling. The sample
consisted of five teachers who met the inclusion criteria: currently
employed as a teacher in a South African school; self-identified
experience of bullying by learners that included obtaining personal
contact information, incessant calling, being followed to their homes,
and/or receiving anonymous threats; and willingness to discuss their
experiences in depth. The sample included three male and two female
teachers, reflecting the gender distribution in the teaching profession
while allowing exploration of gender dimensions in victimisation

experiences.
Table 1: Participant demographics
Code Gender Race Age Teaching School type
Experiences

Participant 1 Male White 44 6 Secondary
Participant 2 Male Coloured 28 3 Primary
Participant 3 Male Black 27 6 Secondary
Participant 4 Female  Coloured 30 6 Combined
Participant 5 Female  Black 27 4 Primary
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The table summarises the demographic profile of five participants,
reflecting diversity in gender, race, age, teaching experience, and school
context. Although the sample size is small, their experiences capture a
range of abuse by learners. While the sample does not permit statistical
generalisation, it enables what Cohen et al. (2018) termed
"transferability" the reader's ability to assess the applicability of findings
to their own contexts.

Data collection instruments

Data were collected through semi-structured individual interviews
with each participant. Semi-structured interviews allow for flexibility
while ensuring that key topics are covered with each participant. An
interview guide was developed based on the study's objectives and the
literature review. Interviews were conducted at locations chosen by
participants to ensure their comfort and safety. Each interview lasted 40-
45 minutes. With participants' permission, interviews were audio-
recorded and later transcribed verbatim.

Research sites

The study was conducted in a township community within the
Tshwane South District in Gauteng, an urban-peri-urban education
context characterised by diverse learner populations and varied school
settings. The site included primary, secondary, and combined schools,
reflecting a mixed schooling landscape typical of township areas.
Participants comprised five teachers across different school types: two
males and three females, aged 27 to 44 years, with 3 to 6 years of
teaching experience. The sample included educators from diverse racial
backgrounds (Black, Coloured, and White), providing a multi-
perspectival account of teacher experiences within the township
schooling context.

Data analysis

This study employed thematic analysis of transcribed data to
categorise them into distinct patterns. Using Braun and Clarke's (2021)
six-step process, this research employed an inductive approach to
synthesise information into a coherent flow. The analysis began with
familiarisation with the data through multiple readings, which
identified patterns and generated initial codes. These codes were
combined into themes and subthemes, which were then used to
generate general descriptions. Four major themes were identified from
the five interviews. Throughout the research, reflexivity was
maintained, and attention was paid to both common patterns across
participants and unique individual experiences. To ensure the
trustworthiness of the data and findings, member checking involved
presenting preliminary findings to participants and inviting their
feedback on whether the interpretations accurately reflected their
experiences. Peer debriefing entailed discussing the analysis with
colleagues familiar with qualitative research to challenge assumptions
and consider alternative interpretations. An in-depth description of the
context and participants' experiences enabled readers to assess the
transferability of findings to other settings. An audit trail of the research
decisions and analytical steps was maintained to enhance dependability
and confirmability.

Ethical considerations

Given the highly sensitive nature of the topic, ethical considerations
were significant throughout the research process. The study was
approved by the University of Pretoria's ethics committee (EC 109/20).
All participants provided informed consent after receiving
comprehensive information about the study's purpose, procedures, and
their rights. The principles of autonomy, non-maleficence, and
beneficence were upheld (Maree, 2020).

VI. RESULTS

The findings of this study are organised around the central themes
that emerged from participants' narratives. These themes highlight the
nature of the bullying experienced, how learners accessed teachers'
personal lives, the profound effects on well-being, and participants'
perceptions. The findings centred on four major themes: teacher
victimisation, erosion of professional authority, online and offline



Int. j. sud. psychol.

bullying, and emotional and psychological impact.

Teacher victimisation

This theme explored the nature and incidence of victimisation
directed at educators and how educators are targeted by learners in their
schools. This theme extends beyond conventional conceptualisations of
school violence to account for the distinct vulnerabilities and heightened
susceptibilities experienced by teachers as authority figures operating
within both physical and digital environments. This theme highlights
participants' experiences of direct targeting, humiliation, intimidation,
or deliberate harm towards the teacher.

One participant mentioned:

"Every day, I walk into the classroom prepared to teach, yet some learners treat
it like a battleground. Their insults, mocking laughter, and refusal to cooperate
slowly erode a teacher's confidence and dignity" (Participant 1).

Another participant stated:

"Learners sometimes forget that teachers are humans. Constant sarcasm,
deliberate disruption, and public humiliation in front of peers can make even
the most dedicated teacher feel powerless and emotionally exhausted"
(Participant 4).

Similarly, Participant 5 reported that being laughed at, imitated, or
openly challenged by learners during a lesson can be very humiliating.
She further mentioned that when such behaviour becomes repetitive
and intentional, teachers often experience the same vulnerability that
many bullied learners report. All participants in this study reported that
they had notified their school principals of these incidents, but nothing
was done about them. Learners were not called in, nor were their
parents informed. One participant said:

"The school, nor the Department of Education, has teachers' well-being in
mind" (Participant 2).

Another participant added:

"As long as we are in class, no one cares what happens to us" (Participant
1)

These findings emphasise the victimisation of teachers, showing how
they are deliberately targeted, humiliated, and intimidated in their
classes. This kind of behaviour transcends traditional notions of school
violence to highlight the unique vulnerabilities teachers face as
authority figures in both physical and digital spaces.

Erosion of professional authority

This theme explored how teachers' professional authority is being

weakened and undermined. The traditional respect for the educator's
role is no longer being honoured in the classroom. Therefore, this theme
focuses on how boundary transgressions, such as after-hours contact,
public online shaming, and challenges to pedagogical decisions,
contribute to a decline in teachers' perceived legitimacy and control
within their professional capacity. Several participants reported that
their positions as teachers are often undermined. One participant
explained:
"A teacher can face subtle bullying when learners deliberately undermine
authority, rolling their eyes, mocking instructions, or encouraging others to
disrespect the lesson, creating a hostile environment that makes meaningful
teaching almost impossible" (Participant 2).

Another participant stated:

"Learners in my class deliberately challenge everything I say and encourage
others to laugh. It makes you question whether the learners have learned any
respect at home" (Participant 3).

One participant consistently noted that the girls in her class would
say:

"Why should I listen to you? My mother says you are just a glorified
babysitter...your degree is just a piece of paper that doesn't need any respect"
(Participant 4).

Participant 3 was threatened when a learner told him:

"You think you are in charge because you stand in front of the class. Outside
these gates, you are a nobody" (Participant 3).

One participant explained that a learner in his class said:

"I do not need to learn from you. We have Al and Google...Why are we even
forced to sit here and listen to your outdated opinions?" (Participant 1).
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These findings highlight how teachers' professional authority is
being undermined in classrooms. Traditional respect for educators is
diminishing, with learners engaging in boundary-crossing behaviours
such as public shaming, after-hours contact, and openly challenging
pedagogical decisions. All participants reported experiencing subtle
and overt disrespect, including mockery, defiance, and belittling
remarks, which diminish teachers' perceived legitimacy and make
effective teaching increasingly difficult.

Online and offline bullying

This theme highlights the unique dimension of cyber-victimisation,
where educators are subjected to harassment, defamation, and
surveillance via social media, messaging apps, and digital platforms. It
highlights how the dissolution of boundaries between school and home
allows victimisation to persist beyond the physical classroom, creating
a 24/7 cycle of vulnerability. All five participants maintained that they
felt "digitally tortured."

All five participants reported that learners had obtained their
personal telephone numbers, though the means varied. In some cases,
numbers were obtained from other learners with legitimate access, such
as class representatives or those involved in extracurricular activities. In
other instances, participants suspected that numbers were obtained
from school records or through social media.

Participants highlighted that they discovered they were being bullied
only after students shared edited videos or insulting comments online,
turning a private classroom moment into public ridicule. When the
researcher probed about how learners obtained his number, one
participant said:

"My experience involved a single learner who had obtained his number
through a class group created for mathematics support. I created a WhatsApp
group for my Grade 12 maths class to send them extra notes and test reminders.
One learner, the one I had disciplined, must have shared my number because
suddenly I was getting calls and messages from numbers I did not know, all of
them learners from the school" (Participant 1).

The excerpts from one participant were emphatic when he asserted:

"Digital platforms have made teacher-bullying easier. Anonymous posts,
memes mocking teachers, and cruel comments in class group chats circulate
widely." (Participant 3).

Participants maintained that digital platforms have left teachers
feeling exposed and professionally undermined. One participant said:

"A single disrespectful comment in a class messaging group can escalate into
coordinated mockery...screenshots, jokes and rumours that travel faster online
than they can be addressed" (Participant 2).

Furthermore, another participant mentioned this.

"When learners post humiliating comments about us on social media, the
bullying does not end at the school gate; it follows us home" (Participant 1).

One learner declares:

"I recorded you losing your temper...that video goes live on TikTok tonight"
(Participant 5).

This participant mentioned feeling shocked and humiliated, with no
control over the learner or the situation. Participant 1 was told that a
fake profile using his face was created and that by Monday, the entire
school and community would know that he is a predator.

These incidents caused significant stress and psychological
imbalance among teachers. One participant said:

"I started receiving calls from numbers I did not recognise. At first, 1
thought it was wrong numbers, but then the calls kept coming, even late at
night. Eventually, one of the learners, I think she felt guilty, told me that my
number was being shared in a WhatsApp group for the whole grade"
(Participant 5).

Three participants reported that learners followed them home, which
altered their sense of safety and security. This represented a crossing of
boundaries that participants experienced as deeply violating. One
participant described the first time he realised learners knew where he
lived:

"I was coming home from school, just a normal day. As I turned onto my
street, I saw two boys on bicycles. They were learners from my school, not even
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in my classes. They were just sitting there, watching. When I got out of my car,
they rode past slowly, staring. After that, I sometimes saw them. Not every day,
but often enough that I knew they knew. I knew they could come back at any
time" (Participant 2).

This resulted in professional undermining, causing psychological
stress and feelings of helplessness, as the abuse extended beyond the
classroom into personal lives.

Some participants mentioned that they had been to a psychologist
due to mental breakdowns and were receiving counselling. One
participant described her breakdown as:

"There came a point when I just could not function anymore. I would sit in
my car in the school parking lot, unable to go inside. I would cry for no reason.
My doctor signed me off work for six weeks. She said I was suffering from severe
anxiety and depression" (Participant 4).

These findings underscore cyber-victimisation (online) and offline
victimisation, showing how teachers are harassed, defamed, and
surveyed through social media, messaging apps, and other digital
platforms. They highlight that the blurring of boundaries between
school and home exposes educators to a continuous, 24/7 cycle of
bullying.

Emotional and psychological impact

This theme examines the emotional impact of blurred boundaries,
showing how being victimised affects teachers' mental health. It
examines manifestations of anxiety, hypervigilance, burnout, and
professional self-doubt, illustrating how the inability to escape
victimisation leads to profound emotional distress and considerations
of leaving the profession. All participants highlighted the effects of
online and offline bullying and harassment. They all emphasised that
sometimes the bullying is subtle, but when it happens almost every day,
it makes teachers feel disrespected and emotionally drained. One
participant declared this:

"They would send messages saying they were watching me. Messages
saying I should not think I was safe just because I went home. That they knew
where I lived, I deleted so many messages, but the words stayed in my head"
(Participant 5).

When probed about her well-being, she sobbed and mentioned that
the constant threatening messages caused significant psychological
distress, instilling fear, hypervigilance, and a persistent sense of being
unsafe even in the supposed sanctuary of home. One participant
mentioned this.

"I was anxious all the time. I could not relax. I could not sleep properly. I
would lie awake listening for sounds, waiting for my phone to ring. When I did
sleep, 1 had nightmares. I dreamed about the learners, about being chased, about
being trapped in my classroom with no way out" (Participant 2).

Two participants reported that teacher bullying has made them feel
humiliated, drained, and anxious about facing the class again. They also
mentioned that they regretted choosing this profession as it had affected
their well-being. They stated that they were anxious all the time and
could not relax. At home, they became hypervigilant. At school, they
would constantly check over their shoulders. As they walked to their
cars, they would scan the parking lot. At home, they would look out the
window before going outside. They felt exhausted.

One participant stated these.

"I lost weight. I was not eating properly. My stomach was always in knots.
I had headaches constantly. My body was telling me what my mind was trying
to ignore: I was under attack, and I could not cope" (Participant 1).

To humiliate her, one participant was told this.

"You are only strict because you are lonely and bitter...no wonder you spend
your nights marking our papers. Know that every time you turn your back...
we are mocking you” (Participant 4).

Participant 3 mentioned that the learners in his class were betting on
who would make the teacher cry.

Participant 1 emphatically stated that he would rather walk away
from this profession than face humiliation daily. His only regret was
that his age (44) was against him, and he had a home loan to pay off and
medical aid for his family. Participants 1 and 5 are still in their early
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years of teaching and are seeking alternative careers to teach outside
South Africa.

Participant 5 also mentioned that she would rather teach online than
face-to-face to maintain her sanity. She further elaborated that if a
learner is disrespectful online, then she can end the session.

These findings indicate the profound emotional and psychological
impact of teacher victimisation, showing how continuous bullying leads
to anxiety, burnout, professional self-doubt, and thoughts of leaving the
profession.

VII. DISCUSSION

Blurring of online and offline boundaries

The findings indicate the distressing experiences teachers have in
their classrooms, undermining the pedagogical sanctuary of many
passionate teachers. A main finding of this research is the "permeability"
of boundaries between teachers' professional and personal lives. All
participants agreed that they had been violated, humiliated, stressed,
and bullied online and offline during their years of teaching. This
finding concurs with Reddy et al. (2024) that most South African
teachers are exposed to relentless humiliation and abuse by learners.
Historically, school-based violence was confined to physical grounds;
however, the digital age has introduced a 24/7 cycle of vulnerability.
Participants' experiences of "digital torture" and boundary violations,
such as learners following them home, demonstrate how the lines
between school, home, and the digital world have become dangerously
opened. This aligns with Munk and Kennedy's (2024) online-offline
continuum approach to victimisation. According to P1, learners used
WhatsApp groups, intended as mesosystemic bridges for academic
support, to share teachers' personal contact details (Bronfenbrenner,
1979). The findings indicated that learners obtained teachers' personal
telephone numbers and used them to harass the teachers. This aligns
with Campbher's (2023) assertion that digital platforms enable learners to
extend harassment beyond school grounds. This confirms the "bravery
and boldness" enabled by digital anonymity, which then manifests in
face-to-face interaction, where learners mentioned knowing where the
teacher lived.

International research confirms that the permeability between online
and offline harassment is not unique to South Africa. In the United
Kingdom, NAHT (2025) found that 46% of school leaders experienced
online abuse from parents, often escalating from social media and
messaging platforms into in-person confrontations.

Similarly, Dirzyté et al. (2024) reported that 65.8% of Lithuanian
teachers experienced student victimisation, with digital harassment
frequently extending into their private lives, while Huang et al. (2020)
noted that approximately 10% of United States K-12 teachers received
threats via digital platforms. However, in South Africa, this pattern is
intensified by broader systemic conditions, including weakened social
authority, community violence, and a policy framework that remains
largely silent on teacher-directed harm, thereby amplifying the impact
of online-offline boundary violations.

Erosion of professional authority and identity

Another significant finding demonstrates a shift in power imbalances
within South African schools. Although teachers are formally
positioned as authority figures, the findings revealed that learners
actively subvert this dynamic by openly defying and challenging
teachers in class. Participants' narratives about

"Generation Z learners who challenge pedagogical decisions by citing Al or
Google suggest that the legitimacy of the teacher is under siege (Participant 1).

The erosion of professional authority is not an interpersonal conflict
but a systemic issue (Baxen, 2021).

The findings reveal that such acts of public shaming and recording
teachers for dissemination on social media extend beyond interpersonal
bullying to constitute a direct assault on teachers' professional identity.
As Sakroni (2025) and Treurnich (2014) suggested, a teacher's
professional identity is grounded in authority, credibility, and the
maintenance of classroom respect. This results in a "powerless" state for
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the teacher, despite their formal qualifications.

When learners capture and circulate content that ridicules or
undermines educators, they symbolically strip away this authority in a
highly visible and enduring manner. Unlike traditional forms of
misconduct, the digital amplification of such acts exposes teachers to
wider audiences, intensifying humiliation and eroding their legitimacy
not only among learners but also within the broader school community.
As a result, this process destabilises the relational foundation necessary
for effective teaching and learning, as the teacher's role shifts from
respected knowledge-holder to a subject of public scrutiny and ridicule.

Psychosocial and physiological consequences

Teacher-targeted bullying has a profound impact on teachers' well-
being. Consistent with the findings of Goldberg (2024), participants
described a range of somatic symptoms, including insomnia, headaches,
and significant weight loss. All participants in this study agreed that the
psychological toll is equally severe. Some participants reported
debilitating depression, anxiety, and mental breakdowns, which
required them to seek professional help. Furthermore, high levels of
stress and undue anxiety spilled into home environments, thus
compromising overall quality of life. The hypervigilance described by
participants, where she had to scan parking lots and check windows,
indicates a state of chronic trauma. This continued anxiety and stress
lead teachers to resign from the profession, with younger teachers
seeking alternative careers to maintain their sanity.

Institutional "blindness" and policy gaps

The most critical finding is the perceived failure of institutional
support. While the NSSF (DBE, 2016) and the revised Safe School
Protocol (DBE, 2025) exist to curb school violence, they appear "blind"
to teacher victimisation (Baxen, 2021; Campher, 2023). All participants
expressed a profound sense of abandonment, noting that school
management ignored reports of teacher-targeted bullying, often failing
to notify parents or discipline learners. Statements such as "the school,
nor the DBE has teachers' well-being in mind" (P2) and "as long as we
are in class, no one cares what happens to us" (P1) reflect a deep-seated
distrust in institutional support. This finding is critical, as it aligns with
research by Huang et al. (2020) and Venketsamy (2024), which indicates
that an inadequate institutional response compounds the harm
experienced by victimised teachers.

VIII. CONCLUSION

Addressing this gap requires fundamental reconceptualisation of
school safety policy, moving beyond a predominantly learner-centred
orientation to one that explicitly recognises teachers as both
professionals and individuals entitled to safety and dignity.
Internationally, the study underscores that the permeability between
online and offline forms of victimisation is not unique to the South
African context but rather reflects a broader global challenge facing
education systems. In this regard, the findings provide a transferable
application of ecological systems theory, revealing how policy
frameworks may obscure or exclude teachers' experiences of
victimisation. Accordingly, policymakers beyond South Africa are
encouraged to critically examine whether existing school safety policies
sufficiently account for teacher-directed harm. Within the South African
context, the DBE's policy must extend beyond formulation and
enforcement to become responsive to the realities of digital-age
schooling, ensuring adequate institutional mechanisms, resources, and
support systems for teachers experiencing both online and offline
victimisation. This need is equally important for education systems
worldwide that aim to create comprehensive and inclusive school safety
policies.
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