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Summary
Promoting the spiritual well-being of children: Experiences and perceptions of
primary school educators
Keywords: children’s spirituality, educators’ experiences, health promoting schools,
inclusive education, spiritual well-being, well-being
Increasingly, spirituality and spiritual well-being (SWB) are featuring as topics
for discussion and research in the fields of psychology, education, health care and
social development (Karstens,2010; Tacey, 2004). A central question in current
literature and debate about spirituality is ‘what does it mean’? While Zhang (2010)
describes spirituality as an inherent aspect of being human, current literature tends
towards describing inclusive definitions that allow for a range of spiritualities, from
the existential to the religious (Egan, 2011). In this research study, the universal
concept of spirituality was adopted. This concept describes spirituality as the search
for meaning, relationships, connectedness, unity and transcendence which is
independent of a religious framework (Jacobs, Viljoen and Van der Walt, 2012;
Emmons, 1999).
Considering that the well-being of children in urban areas, world-wide, is
being affected by the results of globalisation and demographic changes (Rees,
Francis & Robbins, 2005), there is increasing global interest in the impact of
spirituality on children’s overall well-being, and specifically in the education context
(Karstens, 2010). Hyde (2005) proposes that the primary school classroom is a place
where appropriate spaces can be created for nurturing children’s spirituality with the
aim of promoting their SWB. With this in mind, the researcher asks the question,
What perceptions and experiences do educators have of promoting primary school
children’s spirituality and spiritual well-being? The aim of this research was therefore
to explore and describe the perceptions and experiences of primary school
educators regarding the promotion of children’s SWB.
This research study followed the format of a qualitative design, originating
from an interpretative approach, and aimed to understand the meaning that primary
school educators attach to experiences of their work with children. More specifically,
in order to give voice to the educators’ perceptions and experiences regarding

5

promoting children’s SBW, semi-structured interviews with primary school educators
were utilized.
The results of the empirical research and the literature review indicated that
there are a variety of descriptions for spirituality and that it means different things to
different people. The dominant perception among the educators is that spirituality is
an important aspect of life. Educators’ perceptions of spirituality ranged from
religious to humanistic/existentialist and can be classified as following the inclusive
approach to spirituality. The educators’ responses on the question about their
experiences of promoting SWB centred on their relationship-building with children
and their responsibility of being role-models for children. Aspects of the school
curriculum as well as co-curricular programmes were identified facilitators of the
process of promoting the SWB of children. In addition limited support from parents
and a busy school timetable were mentioned as a challenge to the process, along
with the sometimes overwhelming range of responsibilities that educators are
expected to fulfil.
It is therefore concluded that primary school educators perceive themselves
as being engaged in the promotion of children’s SWB, along with the support of the
school as a whole. In addition, educators perceive a need for improvement in the
level of co-operation between parents and educators, in this process, and a possible
revision of the structure of the school timetable and curriculum, to assist in their
efforts to promote the SWB of children.
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Opsomming:
Bevordering van die spirituele welstand van kinders: ervaringe en persepsies
van laerskool opvoeders
Sleutelwoorde: kinders se spiritualiteit, opvoeders se ervarings , skole wat
gesondheid bevorder , inklusiewe onderwys, spirituele welstand , welstand
Spiritualiteit en spirituele welstand word tans al meer as onderwerpe vir
bespreking en navorsing in die velde van die sielkunde, onderwys, gesondheidsorg
en maatskaplike ontwikkeling beskou (Karstens 2010; Tacey, 2004). 'n Sentrale
vraag in die nuutste literatuur en die debat oor spiritualiteit handel oor wat dit
beteken. Terwyl Zhang (2010) spiritualiteit beskryf as 'n inherente aspek van
menswees, neig die huidige literatuur na die beskrywing van inklusiewe definisies
wat voorsiening maak vir 'n verskeidenheid van spiritualiteite, van die eksistensiële
tot die godsdienstige (Egan, 2011). In hierdie navorsingstudie, is die universele
konsep van spiritualiteit aangeneem. Hierdie konsep beskryf spiritualiteit as die
soeke na betekenis, verhoudings, verbondenheid, eenheid en transendensie wat
onafhanklik van 'n godsdienstige raamwerk is (Emmons, 1999; Jacobs, Viljoen &
Van der Walt, 2012).

In die lig daarvan dat die welstand van kinders in stedelike gebiede
wêreldwyd geaffekteer word deur die resultate van globalisering en demografiese
veranderinge (Rees, Francis & Robbins, 2005), is daar ‘n groeiende belangstelling in
die impak van spiritualiteit op kinders se algemene welstand en dan meer spesifiek
binne die opvoedkundige konteks (Karstens, 2010). Hyde (2005) stel voor dat die
laerskool klaskamer die plek is waar ruimte geskep kan word om kinders se
spiritualiteit te kweek en sodoende hulle spirituele welstand te bevorder. Met hierdie
aspek in gedagte, vra die navorser dan die vraag: Watse persepsies en ervaringe
het opvoeders oor die bevordering van laerskool kinders se spiritualiteit en spirituele
welstand? Die doel van die navorsing is dus om die persepsies en ervaringe van
laerskool opvoeders oor die bevordering van kinders se spirituele welstand te
ondersoek.
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Die navorsing is in die vorm van ‘n kwalitatiewe ontwerp wat ontstaan het uit
die interpretatiewe benadering. Die doel is om die betekenis wat opvoeders heg aan
hulle ervaring van werk met kinders, te begryp. Meer spesifiek word daar gepoog om
‘n stem te gee aan die opvoeders se persepsies en ervaringe van die bevordering
van kinders se spirituele welstand en dit is gedoen deur semi-gestruktureerde
onderhoude.

Die resultate van die empiriese studie en die literatuurstudie het aangedui dat
daar ‘n verskeidenheid van beskrywings van die begrip spiritualiteit bestaan en dat
dit verskillende dinge vir verskillende mense beteken. Die belangrikste persepsie
onder die opvoeders was dat spiritualiteit ‘n belangrike aspek van die lewe is.
Opvoeders se persepsies van spiritualiteit het gewissel van godsdienstig tot
humanisties/eksistensieel en kon geklassifiseer word as ‘n inklusiewe benadering tot
spiritualiteit. Die opvoeders se response op die vraag oor hulle ervaring van die
bevordering van spirituele welstand het gesentreer om verhoudings bou met die
kinders en ook hulle verantwoordelikhede as rolmodelle vir die kinders. Aspekte van
die skool-kurrikulum asook ander programme in die kurrikulum is geïdentifiseer as
bydraend in die proses om spirituele welstand te verbeter. Beperkte ondersteuning
van ouers en ‘n besige skoolprogram is genoem as problematies in die proses asook
die, soms, oorweldigende omvang van verantwoordelikhede waarmee opvoeders
moet saamleef.

Die gevolgtrekking is dus gemaak dat laerskool opvoeders hulleself beleef as
betrokke in die bevordering van kinders se spirituele welstand, met die
ondersteuning van die skool as ‘n geheel. Bykomend, ervaar opvoeders ‘n behoefte
aan meer samewerking tussen die ouers en opvoeders en ‘n moontlike hersiening
van skoolroosters en kurrikulums om mee te help met die bevordering van kinders
se spirituele welstand.
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Section 1
Introduction
Literature Review
Promoting spiritual well-being of children: experiences and perceptions of
primary school educators
Keywords: child development, children’s spirituality, educators’ experiences, health
promoting schools, inclusive education, spiritual well-being, well-being
Introduction
More schools across the western world are introducing spirituality into
curricula as a means to address holistic well-being in children (Karstens, 2010) and a
response to the shift in the perceptions of spirituality which has occurred within
modern society; differentiating it from religion and rendering it a subject no longer too
controversial for the school context.
Tacey (2004) notes that professionals in the fields of psychology, education
and social work are increasingly aware of the prevalence of depression, addiction,
suicide and psychological suffering in modern society, and children are not excluded
from these psycho-social issues. He stresses the significance of spirituality as a
response to these issues and that the spiritual life is no longer a specialist concern,
restricted to those who belong to religious traditions. There is a spirituality revolution
occurring world-wide, with significant new interest being shown in the reality of
spirituality and its healing effects on life, health, community and well-being (Tacey,
2004).
Despite this revolution, spirituality in the field of education remains a sensitive
subject within the South African context, which is compounded by the alienation
experienced by many children during the apartheid era (Roux, 2006). During this
time, schools promoted an exclusive, single-faith, Christian National Education with a
strict religious and doctrinal focus (Roux, 2006).
Today, however, the more contemporary approach to spirituality, and the one
utilised in this research study, is more inclusive to the South African and multicultural
context. Jacobs, Viljoen and Van der Walt (2012) describe this universal concept of
spirituality as a focus on the search for meaning, relationships, values and
13

transcendence which is independent of the need for a religious framework.
Furthermore, Hay and Nye (2006, in De Klerk-Lutting, 2008) describe spirituality in
terms of ‘relational consciousness’ and refer to a heightened awareness or
perceptiveness to the physical world and the transcendental world. This awareness
adds value and meaning to everyday experiences of relating to the world (Moriarty,
2011; Puchalski et al., 2009). Fisher (2004) describes the level or quality within these
relationships as spiritual well-being; be it in relating to self, relating to others, to the
environment and/or to a higher being.
Education, as a multipurpose field of knowledge and practise, assists
individuals in building these relationships within their societies, whether formalised in
schools or informally, as in the home environment (Winch, 2012). This translates into
empowering learners with abilities, knowledge and understanding, usually through
the efforts of a teacher, in order to prepare learners for life (Winch, 2012). Noddings
(2015) explains that this preparation for life involves teaching learners intellectual
and practical skills, morals and values, in order to be “better adults” (p.234). Abosi
and Kandjii-Murangi (2004, p.3) agree and describe the preparation as passing on
something that will make the learner “change for the better”.
Educators who promote spirituality and the spiritual well-being of children in
their care, are facilitating a variety of positive outcomes (Moodley, Beukes &
Esterhuyse, 2012), or “change[s] for the better” (Abosi & Kandjii-Murangi, 2004, p3).
These outcomes prepare the child for life and include development of a positive selfimage, a personal life-purpose, healthy interpersonal relationships, improved
academic achievements and better coping strategies for managing life’s emotional,
mental and physical challenges (Winch, 2012; Moodley, Beukes & Esterhuyse, 2012;
Jacobs, Viljoen & van der Walt, 2012).
Considering that school is the place where learners spend most of their time
during the day, schools are where systems could be put into place to ensure that
children receive support for their spiritual well-being. Therefore, the current study
sought to establish and document the perceptions and experiences of primary school
educators in providing support for children’s spiritual well-being, in public primary
schools.
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Purpose of Education
The pervasive purpose of South Africa’s National Curriculum Statement
Grades R-12 acknowledges the importance of preparing children for life by
facilitating the development of skills and values, as evidenced in the statement of
purpose in The Curriculum and Assessment Policy document of the Department of
Basic Education (2011):
equipping learners, irrespective of their socio-economic background, race,
gender, physical ability or intellectual ability, with the knowledge, skills and
values necessary for self-fulfilment, and meaningful participation in society as
citizens of a free country (p.4).

In the light of this fact that the main purpose of preparing children is to ensure that
they function well within their societies, Forbes (1996) describes the classroom as:
a community, which is within the larger community of the school, which is within the
larger community of the village, town, or city, and which is, by extension, within the
larger community of humanity. How life is lived at the smallest level should reflect
what is considered to be ‘right living’ in the largest context (p.6).

Living in the large contexts of 21st-century societies entails experiencing
numerous stressors. Children across the globe face economic and social crises,
natural disasters and the effects of fast-changing technologies on the way they and
their families live their daily lives (Lockwood & Thomas, 2009). Adults, who have
children’s well-being at heart, are concerned about the unfavourable effects of the
21st- century society on urbanised children (Lockwood & Thomas, 2009).

Stressors faced by South African children.
The Reverend Baroness Kathleen Richardson, Chair of the Commission on
Urban Life and Faith in Wales (as cited in Rees, Francis & Robbins, 2005), includes
globalisation and demographic changes in urban areas to the list of issues which
affect children’s well-being. The adverse effects of urban life, mentioned by Rees et
al. (2005) include exposure to crime, vandalism, drug-taking, drunkenness, violence,
unemployment, pollution and poverty.
Moodley, Beukes and Esterhuyse (2012) give additions to the abovementioned stresses, stating that South African children face the task of growing up in
15

a society affected by change - social, cultural, political and economic. These
changes contribute to stress, depression, feelings of hopelessness and helplessness
- all serving to diminish the level of children’s well-being (Moodley, Beukes &
Esterhuyse, 2012).
Heath, Donald, Theron and Lyon’s (2014:309) give further insight into the
South African situation; with the declaration that “South Africa has the highest per
capita of recorded HIV/AIDS cases” compared to other countries. Considering that
17.8 million children have lost one or both parents through HIV/AIDS worldwide
(Heath, et al., 2014), numerous South African children have had to become the head
of their homes and care for siblings and ill parents.
These statements and facts accentuate a need for investigation into different
means of supporting and promoting South African children’s well-being; a need
supported by Africa Leadership Initiative (ALI, 2007:5) who maintain that “South
Africa’s strength and resilience as a country is dependent on the well-being and
health of her children”.

The Need for a Focus on Spiritual Well-being in Education Contexts
The researcher proposes that in order for South Africa, as a country, to show
evidence of resilience and strength, the resilience and strength of her children would
need to be promoted. Miller (2015), a Professor of Psychology and Education,
Lecturer at the Teachers College and Director of the Clinical Psychology Program at
Columbia University, has identified spirituality as a source of resilience, protection
and thriving, for children facing various psychosocial crises.
From her studies, Miller (2015) published scientific evidence which supported
the significance of spirituality in physical and mental health. The evidence of her
research and others like it, showed that a child who has a sustained spiritual
engagement/relationship with a higher power and a shared spiritual engagement and
spiritual identity with his/her mother, is 80% protected against experiencing major
depression any time between the ages 16-26; the window of risk (Miller, 2015).
Boyd-Wilson (2015) maintains that spiritual well-being derives from spirituality.
Shope (2015) adds that spiritual well-being focuses more specifically on how a
person’s spirituality may be affecting the quality of his life. Other researchers such as
Long (2008) and Akos, Briggs, Czyszczon and Eldridge (2011) add credence to the
16

observation that there are numerous positive outcomes of sustained spirituality.
Outcomes include: greater success in school achievements, less depression,
improved coping ability and healthier lifestyle choices (Long, 2008). Spiritual wellbeing serves as a protective factor that can assist children and young people in their
defence against risk elements they can encounter, such as unplanned pregnancy
and experimenting with illegal drugs, but it can also lead to thriving, even in the
absence of risk factors (Akos et al., 2011). Fowler (as cited in Long, 2008) gives
additional weight to this by evidencing that the encouragement of a child’s spirituality
is conducive to his becoming more accepting of others, more confident and more
caring.
Well-being and Spiritual Well-being in the Education Context
The South Australia Department of Education and Child Services
acknowledge the relevance of well-being in education and have found that in order
for children to engage readily with learning and to learn effectively, they need to be in
an optimum state of well-being (DECS, 2007). Australia’s government schools do
not, however, include the term spirituality in the context of well-being; specifically if
this involves focusing on religion, because it is considered inappropriate for public
education to appear to support one religion over another (DECS, 2006).
Similarly, Roux (2006) states that there is no dialogue about spirituality in the
South African schools context, because of its association with religion. Roux (2006)
believes that the term spirituality was removed from the first drafts of the postapartheid curriculum document (1997), also referred to as Curriculum 2005. The
term did not reappear in the later Revised National Curriculum Statement, of 2002,
because of the lack of knowledge of the meaning and opportunities spiritual
development requires from teachers and in teachers’ training. In the most recent
South African National Curriculum, of 2011, the term ‘spirituality’ does also not
feature. An exploration of the definition of each of the terms, ‘religion’ and
spirituality’, could assist in removing the negative outcomes of their association, in
the schools context.
Defining Terms
Spirituality.
Bone, Cullen and Loveridge (as cited in Lockwood & Thomas, 2009) state that
spirituality means different things to different people. For many people, their
17

spirituality and faith are central to their personal and group identity and influence the
ways they cope with traumatic events (Zhang, 2012). Spiritual beliefs and values can
instil a sense of meaning and purpose in life (King & Benson, as cited in Akos,
Briggs, Czyszczon & Eldridge, 2011).
Scholars conscribe to two essential conceptions of spirituality, as noted by
Moodley, Beukes and Esterhuyse (2012); firstly, spirituality is a personal expression
within the framework of religion; and secondly, religion and religious expression is
only a single aspect within the framework of spirituality.
For the purpose of this study and the education context, spirituality is defined
as an inherent aspect of being human (Zhang, 2010), and encompasses a search for
meaning, unity, connectedness, transcendence, and for the highest human potential
(Emmons, 1999). This view is supported by Wagener and Malony (2006) who add
that spirituality comprises of an awareness of good and evil, feelings of belonging
and experiencing a sense meaning and purpose. O’Brien (1998, in DECS discussion
paper 2006) also concurs with Emmons (1999) while proposing that spirituality deals
with a sense of awe, wonder and mystery, as well as beliefs that are not necessarily
related to a religious belief system.
Roux (2006:156) suggests that one can argue for the “consideration of a nonreligious spirituality in education”. She defines ‘nonreligious spirituality’ as that which
one finds in art, in historical, traditional and indigenous contexts, in studies and
enjoyment of the environment, in language, literature, music and science. All these
areas of learning can contribute to helping a child make sense of their world and life
experiences and feel more connected to the world (Roux, 2006).
Both Walton (cited in DECS Discussion Paper, 2006) and Fisher (cited in
DECS Discussion Paper, 2006) distinguish between spirituality and religion. These
authors suggest that religion focuses on beliefs and rules of faith – such as conduct,
rituals, doctrine and traditions – while spirituality is a broader concept that
encompasses a person’s relations to self, others and the environment. In this
paradigm, every person can be considered to be spiritual, not just the religious.

Religion.
Religion is about communicating an individual’s or group’s spirituality through
rituals and practises which are organised by an institution - such as a church, temple
or mosque - through teachings and practises that connect individuals (Long, 2008;
18

Speck, Higginson & Addington-Hall, 2004). The rituals, practises, attitudes and
beliefs that form part of religion, put individuals in relation not only to each other but
to God or a supernatural world and provide sets of values by which individuals judge
the natural or physical world (English & English, cited in Loewenthal, 2008).
Well-being.
The concept ‘well-being’ is multidimensional as well as dynamic and
changeable (Nash, 2009). It includes aspects such as a person’s social, emotional,
cognitive, physical and spiritual dimensions (DECS, 2007; Seifert, 2005). In addition,
well-being is a holistic and subjective state (Seifert, 2005) that one experiences
when a variety of feelings are combined, such as energy, confidence, openness,
calm, caring and enjoyment (Roberts, 2005 cited in DECS, 2007). Well-being,
however, is not simply a feeling of happiness. Thompson and Marks (as cited in
Nash, 2009) caution one to resist simplifying well-being to one feeling such as this.
Well-being is therefore a more complex concept.
Goleman (as cited in DECS, 2007), helps expand on the complexity by
commenting on the need for skills, abilities and understandings to be cultivated
within a person in order for well-being to develop. To illustrate this, Goleman (in
DECS, 2007) states that gaining the ability to understand our own emotions and
using them to shape our own actions are competencies that are not only essential for
our mental and emotional health, they are meta-abilities that are closely linked to
school and career success.
Bradshaw, Hoelscher and Richardson (2007) assist with understanding the
term ‘well-being’ by defining it as the fulfilment of children’s rights and their
achievement of abilities, skills and potential. This realisation of potential can be
measured in terms of positive outcomes for the child, while deprivation points to the
neglect of children’s rights.
Spiritual well-being.
The National Interfaith Coalition on Aging (1975, cited in Gomez and Fisher,
2003:1976) comprehensively define spiritual well-being, as:
a state of being, reflecting positive feelings, behaviours, and cognitions of
relationships with oneself, others, the transcendent and nature, that in turn provide the
individual

with a sense of identity, wholeness, satisfaction, joy, contentment, beauty,
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love,

respect, positive attitudes, inner peace and harmony, and purpose and direction in

life.

From insights gained through his research into the spiritual well-being of
children in schools, Fisher (2009) proposes that spiritual health and well-being is a
state of health shown by the extent to which people live in harmony within
relationships in four domains of Spiritual Well-Being (SWB). Table 1 outlines these
four domains. An assessment of a child’s spiritual well-being can be made, based on
the quality of the connections/ relationships evident in that domain.
Table 1: Fisher’s four domains of spiritual health and well-being
Personal SWB

Children’s relationships with themselves

Communal SWB

Children’s inter-personal relationships

Environmental

Children’s relationship to the environment

Transcendental

Children’s relationships to things beyond
the human level

(Rees et al., 2005, p. 5)

Since school is the place where learners spend time relating to each other,
their educators and their environment; schools could therefore be the places where
systems are put into place which ensure that children receive support for their
spiritual well-being.

Systems of support
Currently, there are government policies and frameworks developed by South
Africa’s Departments of: Basic Education, Health and Social Development, which
focus on supporting children’s physical, social and cognitive well-being. These
frameworks could; both individually and collectively, provide schools management
teams and educators with platforms for developing children’s spirituality and
promoting their spiritual well-being.

The Health Promoting Schools Programme
Over the last twenty years, schools across the world have been implementing
‘health promoting school’ programmes in response to the World Health
Organisation’s (WHO) shifted focus. The development of healthy ‘settings’ replaced
20

the focus on behaviour of individuals (Mũkoma & Flisher, 2004). The researcher
argues that programmes addressing children’s spiritual health could be included in
the health promotion programmes currently being applied.
The WHO defines a health promoting school as one that constantly
strengthens its capacity as a setting for promoting health and holistic educational
outcomes and to be places where living, learning and working is safe and healthfocused. Health promoting schools use an approach wherein the school itself
initiates experiences for teaching and learning, which involve the whole school
(Mũkoma & Flisher, 2004).
The researcher proposes that if spirituality is acknowledged as necessary for
health promotion, the educators and school management could consider including
experiences that promote spiritual development in their schools, as essential and
worthy of exploration.

White Paper 6: Special needs and Inclusive Education
Education White Paper 6 (Department of Education (DoE), 2001) provides a
framework that encourages an education and training system that is inclusive,
holistic and integrated and that is intended to respond to the diverse learning needs
evident in children today. A particular focus of the framework is to develop facilities
and provide services to learners who experience barriers to learning and to develop
mechanisms to enable the education system to accommodate all such learners.

Integrated School Health Policy
South Africa has seen the introduction of the Integrated School Health Policy
in 2012. This policy is the result of a joint effort between the Department of Basic
Education (DBE) and the Department of Health (DOH) and is implemented within the
DBE’s Care and Support for Teaching and Learning Framework (CSTL). The
purpose of the policy is to ‘build on and strengthen existing school health services’
(Department of Health and Department of Basic Education, 2012: 7).

Care and Support for Teaching and Learning Policy (CSTL)
According to the Department of Basic Education’s (2010) CSTL National
Support Pack document, in addressing the need for care and support of vulnerable
children in the Southern African Development Community (SADC), ministers of
21

education in this community, adopted the CSTL Programme in 2008. South Africa
was one of six countries which adopted this programme.
Children in the SADC region are made vulnerable through the effects of
poverty, HIV and AIDS, and exposure to violence, abuse and neglect (Department of
Basic Education, 2010). The CSTL was designed to be a combined response, from
government organisations, school management, educators, and each schools’
community, to address barriers to teaching and learning, so that all educators and
learners are supported in their tasks and that the school environment is a source of
safety and health for all who work and learn there. CSTL offers an all-encompassing
framework which can connect various care and support initiatives which schools,
their support organisations and their communities are implementing. “It promotes
mainstreaming or a systemic response to the care and support needs of learners
(Department of Health and Department of Basic Education, 2012: 29).
Mainstreaming involves the adoption of agreed-upon values and principles; e.g.
gender equality, and the integration of these into all aspects of the care and support
programmes initiated by the schools and their support organisations. The researcher
suggests that spirituality can be one of the values that schools and departments of
education can consider for integration into care and support programmes.
There are nine priority areas which the programme has identified. Some of
these areas focus on supporting the basic physical needs of the learner, namely
nutrition, water and sanitation; while other areas meet the child’s need for safety and
curriculum support (Department of Basic Education, 2010). The area through which
the spiritual needs of the child can be supported is the area listed as “Psychosocial
Support”.
‘Life Skills’ and Promoting Spiritual Well-being
South Africa’s Department of Basic Education has designed the subject, Life
Skills, to provide for the well-being of the child by focusing on holistic and inclusive
education; namely developing his/her cognitive, physical, social and emotional
aspects (Department of Basic Education, 2011). In this study, the Curriculum and
Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS): Life Skills – Foundation Phase, Grades R-3
(2011), as well as the CAPS document for Life Skills: Intermediate Phase, Grade 4-6
(2011) is of importance, due to the focus on teaching aims for primary schools. The
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Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statements for Life Skills Grade 4-6 (2011)
includes the specific aims of the subject:
1) guide learners to achieve their full physical, intellectual, personal, emotional
and social potential; 2) teach learners to exercise their constitutional rights
and responsibilities and to respect the rights of others; 3) guide learners to
make informed and responsible decisions about their health and environment;
4) develop creative, expressive and innovative individuals; 5) develop skills
such as self-awareness, problem-solving, interpersonal relations, leadership,
decision-making, and effective communication; 6) provide learners with
exposure to experiences and basic skills in dance, drama, music and visual
arts including arts literacy and appreciation; and 7) allow learners to enjoy the
health benefits of exercise and develop social skills through participation in
Physical Education (p.10).
Roux (2006), Karstens (2010) and Jacobs (2012) note that the role which
spirituality plays in the Life Skills subject is not clearly articulated for educators and
there are no policy guidelines governing such implementation. The result is that
educators do not know how to approach spiritual development in children.

Well-being as Part of the School Curriculum
Two of the investigated curricula that focus on inclusive education, appear to
consign the concept of well-being to the domain of a specific subject. The New
Zealand National Curriculum (New Zealand Department of Education, 2007) deals
with well-being in the subject, Health and Physical Education, while, as mentioned
above, the South African National Curriculum (South African Department of
Education, 2011) deals with well-being in the subject, Life Skills. Roux (2006)
maintains that other subjects taught in the Foundation and Intermediate Phases,
such as Creative Arts, Human and Social Sciences, Science and Technology, need
not be excluded from the educators’ means to explore and develop spiritual wellbeing - each subject has aspects that appeal to a person’s spirituality and can lead
to encouraging spiritual well-being. Roux (2006, p. 156) highlights that “art, music
and the sciences contribute to the fulfilment of human nature—the spiritual wellbeing, the wellness of a person—which can help one to make sense of life and one’s
life experiences.”
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On further investigation of policies and curricula other than that of South
Africa, the researcher found Ng’s (2012) statement on the importance of spirituality
being reinforced in legislation and policy directives in England and Wales. Ng (2012)
notes how the United Kingdom’s Education Reform Act 1988 placed spirituality in the
domain of whole-school policy called SMSC (Spiritual, Moral, Social and Cultural
Development), causing spirituality and the other linked domains to be considered as
features of each subject. Later the UK’s Education (Schools) Act 1992, gave the
responsibility of children’s spiritual development to schools’ governing bodies and
increased accountability through requiring mandatory inspections by the Office for
Standards in Education (OFSTED 2004, cited in Ng, 2012).
Through the Creative Arts section of the Life Skills curriculum, children are
given opportunities to learn artistic modes of self-expression (Department of Basic
Education, 2011). Roux (2006), Karstens (2010) and Jacobs (2012) note that the
role which spirituality plays in the Life Skills subject is not clearly articulated for
educators and there are no policy guidelines governing such implementation. The
result is that educators may not be following a specific plan in their approach to
spiritual development of children.
State-funded schools in England are required to “offer a curriculum which is
balanced and broadly based and which promotes the spiritual, moral, cultural, mental
and physical development of pupils at the school and of society” (England
Department for Education, 2014). Although Personal, Social, Health and Economics
(PSHE) is not a statutory subject, the PSHE Association (2015), states that English
state schools are encouraged by their department of education to follow the PSHE
education programme, as fulfilment of their statutory duties. Alternatively, or in
addition, schools in England include the Spiritual, Moral, Social and Cultural (SMSC)
development standard, which is woven into the whole curriculum; although aspects
of this will suit certain subjects better than others (Department for Education,
England, 2014).
Roux (2006) maintains that other subjects taught in the Foundation and
Intermediate Phases, such as Human and Social Sciences, Science and
Technology, need not be excluded from the educators’ means to explore and
develop spiritual well-being - each subject has aspects that appeal to a person’s
spirituality and can lead to encouraging spirituality. Roux (2006, p. 156) highlights
that “art, music and the sciences contribute to the fulfilment of human nature—the
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spiritual well-being, the wellness of a person—which can help one to make sense of
life and one’s life experiences.”
Each of the curricula investigated during this study were designed to develop
different skills, knowledge and values, chosen to suit the developmental stage of the
child. Mueller (2010) explains that children in the Intermediate Phase (ages 9 - 12)
are at a level of cognitive and emotional development that allows them to express
interests in completing tasks, learning useful information and skills, and to have a
sense of industry and productivity. Industry features in Erikson’s (1963, cited in
McLeod, 2013) fourth stage of psychosocial development (ages 5-12). These
psychosocial developmental stages are also influential in understanding the spiritual
development of a child, as evidenced in Fowler’s (1981) theory of Faith
Development.

Psychosocial and Spiritual Development of the Primary School Child
Erik Erikson (as cited in McLeod, 2013) describes each person’s psychosocial
developmental process of actively and adaptively exploring their environment, and
seeking to control it. He proposed that social influences significantly shape human
development and that the timing of the eight major life crises, or conflicts, which we
face during our life-span, is influenced by our biological maturation, psychological
needs as well as the social demands we experience at specific stages of life. The
eight developmental stages are: (1) trust versus mistrust (ages 0 to 18 months); (2)
autonomy versus shame and doubt (ages 18 months to 3 years); (3) initiative versus
guilt (ages 3 to 5 years); (4) industry versus inferiority (ages 5 to 12 years); (5)
identity versus role confusion (ages 12 to 18 years); (6) intimacy versus isolation
(ages 18 to 40 years); (7) generativity versus stagnation (ages 40 to 65 years); (8)
ego integrity versus despair (ages 65+years). With each conflict, particular abilities or
skills, emotions, motives and behaviours develop (Shaffer, 1996). Tchombe
(2011:274) suggests that the psychological and social support from the child’s
parents and educators, can assist he child in being more successfully at dealing with
the crisis in each stage. As a result, the child will be enabled to manage the
challenges during development to promote a healthy development of the child’s ego
(self)”.
A caution is given by Pillay (2014), against using Erikson’s (1963)
psychosocial theory without considering the cultural dynamics which affect each
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stage of a child’s development. Cultural norms of behaviour can affect how a child’s
socialisation is carried out by his family and community. Fowler (as cited in Mueller,
2010) draws a parallel between Erikson’s theory and his ‘Faith Development Theory’.
Erikson proposes a child learns to trust or mistrust others, in his first year, while
Fowler indicates that from birth to the age of 1 year, the child’s spirituality develops
foundations of trust, courage, hope, love and mutuality. Also, in the years 3-6,
Erikson (as cited in Mueller, 2010) identifies the primary task of developing a sense
of initiative – a readiness to embark on a new adventure - as opposed to a sense of
guilt. Fowler, in turn, (as cited in Mueller, 2010) identifies that children (ages 3-6)
show growth in their ability to use language to understand stories of faith and tell
their own faith stories. According to Fowler, language and stories will affect their
thinking about right and wrong, their ability to symbolise and their style of relating - to
themselves, others, their environment and a transcendent other.
Tchombe (2011) agrees with this and states that at this age children are aware of
moral values and are able to recognise cultural and individual differences. The
guidance and support provided by teachers and parents/ guardians is therefore
necessary in order to instil a primary school child’s respect for moral values.
Tchombe (2011) also brings attention to the reality that, at specifically this time in
their lives, children work hard at doing what they are told, doing things correctly and
being responsible.
Mueller (2010) explains that children in primary school (ages 6-12) experience
a transition point in their spirituality when they begin to show a capacity for logical
thought and their thinking becomes less egocentric. The transition point is referred to
in Fowler’s ‘Mythic-Literal Faith’ stage (Mueller, 2010), wherein the child is able to
make connections with things other than themselves.
Fowler’s ‘Faith Development Theory’, describes children between six and
twelve years of age as having a growing need to understand “how things are”
(Fowler, as cited in Mueller, 2010, p.199). Andrade (2014) adds to the explanation of
Fowler’s theory, stating that children between approximately seven and twelve years
of age have a strong belief in the concept of justice and fairness, and the spiritual
concepts of right and wrong. Andrade (2014) explains that children take on stories,
beliefs and observances of their faith community as their own; however, they have
not consciously evaluated their values and beliefs. From this, the researcher
deduces that stories and rituals can be used to assist Intermediate Phase children in
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developing connections or relationships with self, others, their community and their
environment and/or a higher power. Following Fisher’s research, if these
connections or relationships are healthy, children’s spiritual well-being can develop.
As argued by Pillay (2014), how a person makes connections with other people is
influenced by cultural norms and practises. Educators are encouraged to recognise
and value the cultures of the children in their school and this includes valuing
children’s expressions of their spirituality (Lockwood and Thomas, 2009; Pillay,
2014). On this topic of expression, investigations into the effects of socialisation on
children’s expression of their spirituality have shown that dominant cultures and
discourses which children are exposed to tend to repress, obscure or overlay the
natural way that children express their spirituality (Hay & Nye, 2006; Tacey, 2004).
Hyde (2005) encourages educators to explore ways of assisting children to express
their inherent spirituality in the way that comes most naturally to them – devoid of
cultural expectations.
Spirituality and Cultural Considerations
Demonstrating consideration of the cultures of individuals within each school
aligns with the inclusive education focus of South Africa’s Department of Education.
In White Paper 6 (Department of Education, 2001), an explanation of what inclusive
education includes acknowledging and respecting differences in learners, whether it
be age, gender, ethnicity, language, class, disability or HIV status. Lockwood and
Thomas (2009) encourage educators to recognise and value the cultures of the
children in their school and this includes valuing children’s expressions of their
spirituality.
MacMurry (1991, in De Klerk-Luttig, 2008) describes the South African
concept of Ubuntu, as a philosophy that puts community and relationships at the
centre of spirituality. Considering that this philosophy is part of the culture of people
in each place of work and learning in South Africa, it could be argued that educators
who are not familiar with this philosophy, would benefit from investing time into
learning about the social expressions of Ubuntu. The insight gained from the
investigation would assist educators in responding respectfully to people in the
school environment, who follow this philosophy.
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According to Masango (2006), traditional African spirituality was passed along
to the modern generations beginning with African high priests/philosophers of
ancient times such as Socht and Onuiphis, of Egypt. These priests taught
Pythagoras, who studied in Africa for twenty-two years and taught the concept that
each person has the breath of God within them, thus having ‘an image of God’ or a
spark of life within them, placed by God, which gives them their humanness or
Ubuntu. This humanness gives each person a right to be respected. People within a
community will show respect for one another but even more so when the person has
become an elder – has lived a long life, has shown others goodness and has shared
wisdom with the younger members of the community (Masango, 2006).
For the purpose of developing relationships with the children in their
classrooms, educators could prepare themselves for dealing with the diversity of
cultures represented there. This could be accomplished through learning about
different cultural norms of behaviour and expressions of spirituality, thereby being
more equipped to show respect and more prepared for planning explorations of
spirituality.
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Abstract: Primary school educators across the globe are in a unique position to witness
the effects, on children, of stressors that accompany twenty-first century urban life.
Various health promoting programmes can assist school communities in their efforts
to support children in developing necessary knowledge, skills and attitudes to manage
their lives and deal with stressors. Scientific studies have shown that spirituality and
spiritual well-being, can be a source of healing and support for children, in their
personal and academic lives. This qualitative study explored how educators’ perceive
and experience spirituality in the primary school context and their views on promoting
children’s spiritual well-being (SWB). Results indicate that many educators have an
inclusive perception of spirituality; not describing it as only being concerned with
religion. Educators’ are actively participating in this process and consider it a valuable
aspect of children’s development, despite experiencing some hindrances to their
efforts.
Keywords: child development, children’s spirituality, educators’ experiences, healthpromoting schools, inclusive education, spiritual well-being, well-being

Introduction
A shift in the perceptions of spirituality has occurred within modern society and
it is no longer a subject too controversial for the school context. In differentiating it from
religion, more schools across the western world are introducing spirituality into
curricula as a means to address holistic well-being in children (Karstens, 2010).
Tacey (2004) notes that professionals in the fields of psychology, education
and social work are increasingly aware of the prevalence of depression, addiction,
suicide and psychological suffering in modern society. Children are not excluded from
these psycho-social issues (Miller, 2015). Tacey (2004) stresses the significance of
spirituality as a response to these issues and that the spiritual life is no longer a
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specialist concern, restricted to those who belong to religious traditions. There is a
spirituality revolution occurring world-wide, with significant new interest being shown
in the reality of spirituality and its healing effects on life, health, community and wellbeing (Tacey, 2004).
Despite this revolution, spirituality in the field of education remains a sensitive
subject within the South African context, which is compounded by the alienation
experienced by many children during the apartheid era (Roux, 2006). During this time,
schools promoted an exclusive, single-faith, doctrine-focused Christian National
Education (Roux, 2006).
Today, however, the more contemporary approach to spirituality, and the one
utilised in this research study, is more inclusive to the South African and multicultural
context. Jacobs, Viljoen and Van der Walt (2012) and Emmons (1999) describe this
universal concept of spirituality as a focus on the search for meaning, relationships,
connectedness, unity and transcendence which is independent of the need for a
religious framework. Zhang (2010) adds that spirituality is an inherent aspect of being
human, while Hay and Nye (2006) describe spirituality in terms of ‘relational
consciousness’ and refer to a heightened awareness or perceptiveness to the physical
world and the transcendental world. This awareness adds value and meaning to
everyday experiences of relating to the world (Moriarty, 2011; Puchalski et al., 2009).
Both Walton (cited in DECS Discussion Paper, 2006) and Fisher (cited in DECS
Discussion Paper, 2006) distinguish between spirituality and religion. These authors
suggest that religion focuses on beliefs and rules of faith – such as conduct, rituals,
doctrine and traditions – while spirituality is a broader concept that encompasses a
person’s relations to self, others and the environment. In this paradigm, every person
can be considered to be spiritual, not just the religious.
From his research into the spiritual well-being of school children Fisher (2009)
developed his theory of Spiritual Well-Being which includes four domains and
describes the level or quality within these domains of relationship i.e. relating to self,
relating to others, to the environment and/or to a higher being.
Education, as a multipurpose field of knowledge and practise, assists
individuals in building these relationships within their societies, whether formalised in
schools or informally, as in the home environment (Winch, 2012). Educators who
promote spirituality and the spiritual well-being of children in their care, are facilitating
a variety of positive outcomes (Moodley, Beukes & Esterhuyse, 2012), or “change[s]
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for the better” (Abosi & Kandjii-Murangi, 2004). These outcomes prepare the child for
life and include development of a positive self-image, a personal life-purpose, healthy
interpersonal relationships, improved academic achievements and better coping
strategies for managing life’s emotional, mental and physical challenges (Jacobs,
Viljoen & van der Walt, 2012; Moodley, Beukes & Esterhuyse, 2012; Winch, 2012).
Considering that school is the place where learners spend most of their time
during the day, schools are where systems could be put into place to ensure that
children receive support for their spiritual well-being. Therefore, the current study
sought to establish and document the perceptions and experiences of primary school
educators in providing support for children’s spiritual well-being, in public primary
schools.

Purpose of education
The pervasive purpose of South Africa’s National Curriculum Statement Grades
R-12 acknowledges the importance of preparing children for life by facilitating
development of skills and values for achieving self-fulfilment, as evidenced in the
statement of purpose in The Curriculum and Assessment Policy document of the
Department of Basic Education (2011). In the light of this fact that the main purpose
of preparing children is to ensure that they function well within their societies, Forbes
(1996:6) describes the classroom as:
a community, which is within the larger community of the school, which is within the
larger community of the village, town, or city, and which is, by extension, within the
larger community of humanity. How life is lived at the smallest level should reflect what
is considered to be ‘right living’ in the largest context.

Living in the large contexts of 21st-century societies entails experiencing
numerous stressors. Children across the globe face economic and social crises,
natural disasters and the effects of fast-changing technologies on the way they and
their families live their daily lives (Lockwood & Thomas, 2009).

Stressors faced by South African children
The adverse effects of urban life, on people world-wide, include exposure to
crime, vandalism, drug-taking, drunkenness, violence, unemployment, pollution and
poverty (Rees et al., 2005). Moodley, Beukes and Esterhuyse (2012) add social,
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cultural, political and economic change to the list of influencing factors on children’s
well-being in South Africa. These changes contribute to stress, depression, feelings of
hopelessness and helplessness - all serving to diminish the level of children’s wellbeing (Moodley, Beukes & Esterhuyse, 2012).
Heath, Donald, Theron and Lyon (2014:309) give further insight into the South
African situation; with the declaration that “South Africa has the highest per capita of
recorded HIV/AIDS cases” compared to other countries. Considering that 17.8 million
children have lost one or both parents through HIV/AIDS worldwide (Heath et al.,
2014), numerous South African children have had to become the head of their homes
and care for siblings and/or ill parents (Mwomba & Pillay, 2015).
These statements and facts accentuate a need for investigation into different
means of supporting and promoting South African children’s well-being; a need
supported by Africa Leadership Initiative (ALI, 2007:5) who maintain that “South
Africa’s strength and resilience as a country is dependent on the well-being and health
of her children”.

The Need for a Focus on Spiritual Well-Being in Education Contexts
The author proposes that in order for South Africa, as a country, to show
evidence of resilience and strength, the resilience and strength of her children would
need to be promoted. Miller (2015) has identified spirituality as a source of resilience,
protection and thriving, for children facing various psychosocial crises.
From her studies, Miller (2015) published scientific evidence which supports the
significance of spirituality in physical and mental health. The evidence of her research
and other studies like it, showed that a child who has a sustained spiritual engagement/
relationship with a higher power and a shared spiritual engagement and spiritual
identity with his/her mother, is 80% protected against experiencing major depression
any time between the ages of 16-26; the window of risk (Miller, 2015).
Other researchers such as Long (2008) and Akos, Briggs, Czyszczon and
Eldridge (2011) add credence to the observation that there are numerous positive
outcomes of sustained spirituality, including greater success in school achievements,
improved coping ability and healthier lifestyle choices (Long, 2008). Spiritual wellbeing serves as a protective factor that can assist children and young people in their
defence against risk elements they can encounter, such as unplanned pregnancy and
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experimenting with illegal drugs, but it can also lead to thriving, even in the absence
of risk factors (Akos et al., 2011). Fowler (cited in Long 2008) gives additional weight
to this by evidencing a tendency for children to become more accepting of others,
more confident and more caring, when their spirituality is nurtured.
Boyd-Wilson (2015) maintains that spiritual well-being derives from spirituality.
Shope (2015) adds that spiritual well-being focuses more specifically on how a
person’s spirituality may be affecting the quality of his life. Therefore, it could be argued
that if spiritual well-being is promoted during the child’s school experiences, his quality
of life would be influenced positively. The National Interfaith Coalition on Aging (1975,
cited in Gomez and Fisher, 2003:1976) comprehensively defines spiritual well-being,
as:
a state of being, reflecting positive feelings, behaviours, and cognitions of relationships
with oneself, others, the transcendent and nature, that in turn provide the individual
with a sense of identity, wholeness, satisfaction, joy, contentment, beauty, love,
respect, positive attitudes, inner peace and harmony, and purpose and direction in life.

The South Australia Department of Education and Child Services acknowledge
the relevance of well-being in education and have found that in order for children to
engage readily with learning and to learn effectively, they need to be in an optimum
state of well-being (DECS, 2007). Australia’s public schools do not, however, include
the term spirituality in the context of well-being; specifically if this involves focusing on
religion, because it is considered inappropriate for public education to appear to
support one religion over another (DECS, 2006).
Similarly, in South African public schools, the policy of inclusive education
discourages favouring one religion above others and encourages the development of
acceptance of people’s differences (National Curriculum Statement Grades R – 12,
2011). An additional reason for avoiding a focus on spirituality in the South African
public schools context; Roux (2006) states, is because of its association with religion.
Roux (2006) adds that the term spirituality was removed from the first drafts of the
post-apartheid curriculum document (1997) and did not reappear in the later Revised
National Curriculum Statement (2002). The reason being the lack of knowledge of the
meaning and opportunities spiritual development requires from teachers and in
teachers’ training. This suggests to the author, that there is opportunity for
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development of training programmes for educators, on the subject of promoting
children’s spirituality in the schools context.

Systems of support
Currently, there are government policies and frameworks developed by South
Africa’s Departments of: Basic Education, Health and Social Development, which
focus on supporting children’s physical, social and cognitive well-being. The author
proposes that, with a more informed awareness of the role which spiritual well-being
plays in a child’s holistic development; on the part of the above-mentioned
departments, the existing frameworks could; both individually and collectively, provide
schools management teams and educators with platforms for developing children’s
spirituality and promoting their spiritual well-being.
The current Health Promoting Schools Programme (Department of Basic
Education (DoBE) and Department of Health (DoH, 2012) uses an approach wherein
the school itself initiates experiences for teaching and learning. These experiences
involve the whole school and strengthen the school’s capacity to be a place where the
safety and health of all adults and children living, working and learning there, is a focus
(Mũkoma & Flisher, 2004). In addition, the Care and Support for Teaching and
Learning Policy (CSTL) (Department of Education, 2011), offers an all-encompassing
framework which can connect various care and support initiatives being implemented
by schools, their support organisations and the wider communities within which they
are situated.
Education White Paper 6 (Department of Education (DoE), 2001), in turn,
provides a framework that encourages an education and training system that is
inclusive, holistic and integrated. A particular focus of the framework is to develop
facilities and provide services to learners who experience barriers to learning. While
South Africa’s Department of Basic Education has developed the subject, Life Skills,
to provide for the well-being of the child by focusing on holistic and inclusive education;
namely developing his/her cognitive, physical, social and emotional aspects
(Department of Basic Education, 2011).
Roux (2006), Karstens (2010) and Jacobs (2012) note that the role which
spirituality plays in the Life Skills/Life Orientation subject is not clearly articulated for
educators and there are no policy guidelines governing such implementation. The
result is that educators may not be following a specific plan in their approach to the
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spiritual development of children. Other subjects taught in primary school, such as
Human and Social Sciences, Science and Technology need not be excluded from the
educators’ means to explore and develop spiritual well-being - each subject has
aspects that appeal to a person’s spirituality (Roux, 2006).

Theoretical foundations
Erik Erikson (as cited in McLeod, 2013) describes each person’s psychosocial
development as a process involving eight stages. A full description of these stages are
not pertinent to this study, however, one stage which does have bearing on spiritual
development of the primary school child, is the fourth stage – the School-Age stage.
At this age (6 – 12) the child is in the Intermediate stage of school and needs to
manage the conflict between Industry and Inferiority, where the psychological need to
feel competent and to master new tasks, accompany the social demands of
conforming to rules of social behaviour (Erikson cited in McLeod, 2013).
Tchombe (2011) recognises that children between 6 and 12 years are aware of
moral values and they endeavour to do what they are told, doing things correctly and
following rules set by authority figures. At this stage, there is great value in the
guidance and support provided by teachers and parents/ guardians. This guidance
instils children’s respect for the moral values of their societies (Tchombe, 2011).
Mueller (2010) explains that children in primary school (ages 6 - 12) experience
a transition point in their spirituality when they begin to show a capacity for logical
thought and their thinking becomes less egocentric. The transition point is referred to
in Fowler’s ‘Mythic-Literal Faith’ stage (Mueller, 2010), wherein the child is able to
make connections with things other than themselves (Fowler, as cited in Mueller,
2010:199).
Andrade (2014) adds that children between the ages of approximately 7 and 12
have a strong belief in the concept of justice and fairness, and the spiritual concepts
of right and wrong. Children take on stories, beliefs and observances of their faith
community as their own; however, they have not consciously evaluated their values
and beliefs (Andrade, 2014). From this, the author deduces that stories and rituals can
be used to assist Intermediate Phase children in developing connections or
relationships with self, others, their community and their environment and/or a higher
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power. Following Fisher’s research, if these connections or relationships are healthy,
children’s spiritual well-being can develop.
As argued by Pillay (2014), how a person makes connections with other people
is influenced by cultural norms and practises. Educators are encouraged to recognise
and value the cultures of the children in their school and this includes valuing children’s
expressions of their spirituality (Lockwood and Thomas, 2009; Pillay, 2014), while
Hyde (2005) encourages educators to explore ways of assisting children to express
their inherent spirituality in the way that comes most naturally to them – devoid of
cultural expectations.

Spirituality and Cultural Considerations
Demonstrating consideration for the cultures of individuals within each school
aligns with the inclusive education focus of South Africa’s Department of Education.
White Paper 6 (Department of Education, 2001) gives an explanation of the focus of
inclusive education, which is acknowledging and respecting differences in learners,
whether it be age, gender, ethnicity, language, class, disability or HIV status. An
example of this would be acknowledgement of the African philosophy of Ubuntu,
described by MacMurry (1991, in De Klerk-Luttig, 2008), which would be a sign of
respect towards children and their families whose culture puts community and
relationships at the centre of spirituality. Educators could, therefore, prepare
themselves for dealing with the diversity of cultures represented in their classrooms
by studying different cultural norms of behaviour and expressions of spirituality,
thereby being more equipped to show respect and more prepared for planning
explorations of spirituality.
The research question to be answered was thus: What perceptions and
experiences do educators have of promoting primary school children’s spirituality and
spiritual well-being? Therefore, the aim of this research was to explore and describe
the perceptions and experiences currently held by primary school educators regarding
their promotion of children’s spiritual well-being.

Research Methodology
Design
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This research study followed the format of a qualitative design, originating from
an interpretative approach, and aimed to understand the meaning that people i.e.
primary school educators - attach to experiences in everyday life or phenomena
(McRoy, 1995, cited in Fouché & Delport, 2010). The phenomenon of interest in this
study is promoting spirituality and spiritual well-being of children in the primary school
classrooms. A naturalistic paradigm was used; since the author followed a
phenomenological view – subjectively exploring reality from the perspective of the
persons who have had specific experiences of the phenomenon, while identifying
educators’ beliefs and values that underlie the phenomena (Fouché & Delport, 2010).

Population and sampling
The participating individuals of this study were educators with primary school
teaching experience. Nine primary schools in Port Elizabeth were approached for
participation. Five schools were consenting; two independent mainstream schools,
one government registered farm school, one independent school focusing on children
with special learning needs and one public school. These were purposively chosen to
represent urban schools; each of which serviced children from different socioeconomic circumstances (upper-, middle- and lower-level working class). A nonprobability purposive sampling method was used, allowing the author to select a
sample of participants which contained the most characteristics of the population in
focus – South African primary school educators, of any race, gender and age with at
least two years of teaching experience (Strydom, 2010:202).
Twenty-five educators were interviewed; of which four were male. The majority
(sixteen) of the teachers had more than fifteen years of teaching experience. The
remaining nine of the participants had been teaching for between two and fifteen
years. English is the home language for seventeen participants while, for the other
eight participants, English is their first-additional language. Four of these eight speak
Afrikaans as their home language while Xhosa is the home language for the other four.
Data collection
The author involved gatekeepers, the school principals, in requesting
participation of educators teaching in the grades Gr R – 7. Data collection was in the
form of semi-structured interviews, suited to the exploratory type of study as the focus
of this is to gain a detailed picture of the participant’s perceptions of a particular topic
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(Greeff, 2010). The open-ended questions allowed the author to investigate a
multitude of perceptions in a defined area of interest (Greeff, 2010). Questions posed
to the educator were:


What is your understanding of the concept spirituality?



What is your understanding of the term ‘spiritual well-being’?



What experiences have you had with children that can be considered examples
of spirituality?



How do you think children’s spiritual well-being can be promoted in the
classroom?

Thereafter, probing questions were asked for deeper understanding of the educators’
answers, giving further clarity on their experiences and perceptions.
Directed Content Analysis was used as the method of data analysis because
of its focus on text data (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005); the text data in this study being the
transcripts of interviews with the educators and observation notes. The coding of the
transcripts was preceded by the identification of key concepts as initial coding
categories (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Theory developed from previous research on
this topic such as Fisher’s (2009) domains of Spiritual Well-being and Fowler’s Faith
Development Theory, served as an initial framework to identify coding categories
(Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).

Ethical considerations
Permission to conduct the study was granted by the Health Research Ethics
Committee of the North-West University (Ethics number NWU-00337-15-S1), the
Province of the Eastern Cape Education Department and the principals of the
relevant schools. To protect the participants’ privacy, anonymity was maintained and
no names were used during the data collection.

Results
The predetermined categories, generated from Fisher’s (2009) Spiritual WellBeing model and Fowler’s (1981) Faith Development Theory, proved useful in
identifying which categories to group the themes of responses from participants.
Using the Directed Content method of analysis causes the possibility of
informed bias to feature; challenging the naturalistic paradigm. Therefore, to improve
the credibility of the results, the author enlisted the skills of a co-coder who analysed
the data independent from the author’s categories. Also, a consensus meeting
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between the co-coder and the author, after the coding was completed, allowed for
categories to be audited.
Considering that the population being reported on in this study was gathered
using non-probability purposive sampling, the results cannot be considered a sample
of the wider population of primary school educators in South Africa, and results from
this study cannot be used as a precise indicator of the general perceptions and
experiences of primary school educators.
The results of the data analysis revealed the following main categories:


Perceptions of spirituality among educators



Educators’ perceptions of spiritual well-being



Factors influencing the promotion of spiritual well-being in children



Hindrances of educators’ role in promoting spiritual well-being



Educators’ experiences of children’s spirituality

Educators’ perceptions of spirituality
The responses studied in this research show a tendency among most
participants to perceive spirituality a broad concept. All responses, except one,
reflected a multitude of perceptions of spirituality. The exception was from a strictly
religious perspective and indicated the importance which the participant places on his
conception of faith.
The participants’ perceptions were categorised into five different subcategories,

viz.

religion/faith,

the

mystical/transcendent,

societal

norms,

humanist/existential and a perception which Egan et al. (2011) refer to as “inclusive”,
meaning a combination of concepts into one expression of perception.
Religion/Faith Participating educators, who described spirituality in terms of
religion or faith, were teaching in both public and independent Christian schools. The
responses showed reference to the Christian faith, to Eastern religions and to African
traditional religion. References were made to religious practises such as ‘reading a
Bible story’, “praying” and “meditation”’, while one participant’s perception of spirituality
includes “Chakra”, “energies” and “auras” within and around the human body.
A particular feature among their responses was the importance they placed on
relationships - between the person and God, e.g. “Spirituality for me is my relationship
with God, the Father, and Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit; as a Christian”; “…it's how
they connect to God at their age. How they see God as being a reality in their lives’;
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and between the teacher and the child, e.g. “If they don’t have freedom to discover,
ask questions and to disagree, then you will not accomplish that nice relationship
where you can actually make progress”.
Responses referring to religion or faith, other than Christianity, were made by
educators within both Christian and public schools, indicating an awareness of the
diversity of the concept of spirituality, e.g. “…it can mean different things for different
children, depending on their background and home environment [...] for me personally
and in this school, we focus on spirituality in a Christian sense”; “it’s a very broad term
– spirituality - and will encompass a wide range of religions and a very wide range of
beliefs of people, and respecting them”.
Recognition was given to the duality of religion which many children experience
when they follow traditional African practises or teachings as well as Christianity, in
their homes, e.g. “I believe spirituality refers to religion; what a learner believes […]
we have different beliefs. Like some, […] they’re traditional believers, in our culture,
that is; they believe in ancestors. And, they are also believers that believe like
Christianity... [sic]”.
Most educators who referred to religious spirituality included their perception of
God as one who is instrumental in people’s lives – theirs and the children they teach
e.g. “…nothing that happens in your life is by chance. God's intervention in your life is
down to the finest detail”; “He knows where you’re going – the plan – and it’s almost
like a hope".
The mystical/transcendent Educators whose perceptions centred on the
mystical described spirituality as something beyond scientific explanation or
intellectual reasoning and something that is not part of the physical world, e.g.
“…things that can’t necessarily be explained intellectually, or by your scientific mind,
but your emotions, perhaps”; “...to me spirituality is your inner person … it’s not
necessarily related to your mind or your physical body, it’s related to the inner soul
inside of you”; “it’s that part of you that’s invisible that you can’t tangibly touch”. Many
of the participants who used references to mystical spirituality, also used terms in their
responses which are humanistic/existential in nature.
Humanist/existential For the purpose of this study, a perception of spirituality
which is humanistic/existentialist in nature is one which includes reference to the
purpose and meaning of life, values, personal identity or self-knowledge, holism and
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aspects of relating to others. A dominant theme was the educators’ awareness of their
role in assisting children to identify their individual purpose in life, to experience and
understand their individual value as a person, e.g. ‘as a teacher, you need to
encourage and motivate them to be their own person, and to take that inner soul that
they have, and express themselves in a way that they feel confident to be who they
actually are’; ‘It’s basically just inclusivity - if you aren’t allowing them to be the person
that they are or tell you about their beliefs,… the child’s not going to feel very
comfortable’.
Societal norms of behaviour Two of the participants explicitly mentioned that
they were engaged in the training of children; specifically regarding acceptable modes
of personal and interpersonal behaviour; “they find it difficult to separate truth from
fantasy, or they’re too scared to tell the truth ‘cause they’ll get into trouble, or whatever;
but that’s all part of training; “I’m training them and they have to realise that ... And
they have to also learn [sic] to accept and that we were meant to be different… It’s a
life-long journey”.
Another educator recognised the influence of society and religious teachings
on what is considered acceptable behaviour, “it depends who teaches that person, so,
I don’t know if it’s like society that forms like – this is right and this is wrong - because
each different religion and tradition has an idea [sic], but I think that everything’s got
that element of: Either it’s right or it’s wrong, and it’s knowing which is which”.
Inclusive The majority of educators had an inclusive perception of spirituality,
which can be described as a blend of various categories of perception, including
religion. One educator’s response to the question on her perception of spirituality is an
especially good example of the inclusive perception; “Isn’t it about achieving a
harmony, or a balance? Because, we’re made up of the three parts, and we shouldn’t
neglect that part [spirituality], so, in respecting the children’s different things [sic],
whether they are Muslim or Hindu or Traditional African, or whatever, the child
shouldn’t feel conflicted, emotionally, between what they are being taught at home and
here,… there are basic tenets that are true to every major religion – morals, if you’d
like to put it that way. And, I think that certain subjects that we do at school also can
bring out that spirituality; such as Art, such as Music, and so on, and just getting a
well-balanced child [sic].”
Educators’ perceptions of spiritual well-being (SWB)
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Relationship with God featured strongly in the participants’ responses, when
asked about their perceptions of SWB. e.g. “Spiritual well-being is …the measure to
which you understand God’s love for you and His reality in your life. Their [children’s]
well-being is how much they actually relate to God…do they actually know Him and
experience Him in their lives? Are they connected to Him, are they able to speak to
Him and know that He’s involved in every detail of their lives?”
Other responses were more focused on the individual’s state of being such
his/her level of “emotional stability”; and “having a balanced life”. One educator
described it as, “…knowing what you work towards and who you’re working for”.

Factors influencing the promotion of spiritual well-being in children
Three categories of influencing factors were identified; the role of the educator,
the school and the parent/s.


The role of the educator
The majority of educators identified that they are role-models of correct

behaviour and attitudes, such as “tolerance”, “forgiveness”, “kindness” and “love”. One
educator stated, “You’ve got to have grace and you’ve got to show mercy, otherwise
they don’t learn to show mercy and grace”.
In addition, educators showed an awareness of the influence of their personal
world-view on their manner of promoting spirituality and their role in laying foundations
of experience and knowledge about God and about different religions. A general
attitude was that educators need to encourage the children to use the experiences
and knowledge gained in class, as well as their freedom to choose what they believe.
Relationship-building featured prominently in educators’ descriptions of how
they promoted SWB in children. The majority of educators acknowledged the value of
the relationship between educator and child, in the process of learning, e.g. “If you just
teach Maths, and you do not care about them, they will not like you, and they probably
will not like your subject – in any school”; “for me, as a teacher, the academics [sic] is
almost secondary because I know if that child feels valued and they know they have
worth, then the academics [sic] almost comes easier to them”.
Four of the participants expressed the opinion that educators’ own selfacceptance and “genuineness” or “authenticity”, in the school environment, can assist
the children in the process of accepting themselves. These educators are also of the
opinion that when children see the humanity of their educators, along with the lessons
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on God’s acceptance of them, they can gain a sense of their own acceptance by God;
e.g. “I'm very keen for them [children] to understand that I make mistakes and I mess
up, very much like they do, but God still loves me and still accepts me… So, I think it's
important for teachers to be personal; to share from our own lives”.


The role of the school and the curriculum
Schools management teams and governing bodies were identified as having

the main authority to decide how spirituality is included in the school curriculum and
what additional programmes the children are exposed to, which assist in promoting
children’s SWB.
Participants acknowledged that educators in the public schools were not to
favour any one particular religion above others, due to the National Curriculum’s
inclusive education policy. Educators in the independent schools expressed an
appreciation for the support which their principals gave to their efforts in promoting
their learners’ spirituality and SWB. Educators in four of the schools described the
effectiveness of environmental and community-service programmes, authorised by
the school management, in assisting children to become more aware of the needs of
other people and living things beyond the school walls. The subject, Life Skills, was
also mentioned as an avenue for exploring children’s spirituality; educators could
discuss life issues and give children opportunities to learn about relating and
expressing their thoughts and emotions.


The role of parents
The majority of educators were of the opinion that children learn about their

own spirituality and religion from their parents, and that it is the parents’ responsibility
to provide the most nurturing of their children’s SWB. In addition, educators expressed
a desire to “partner with the parents” in their efforts to develop children’s SWB. An
additional perception was that in some instances, circumstances in the home
environment hinder the children’s spiritual health, e.g. ‘the children that are suffering;
maybe their parents are involved in drugs, alcohol, …there are some abuses [sic],
maybe they are physically abused or emotionally abused at their homes’. Some
educators were of the opinion that there are families wherein the parents are not
nurturing the children’s need for emotional support, e.g. “the parents aren't giving them
the time that they need”.
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Hindrances of educators’ role in promoting spiritual well-being
The time-restraints of the school timetable was identified as a hindrance to the
educators’ role in promoting children’s SWB. Many educators expressed a desire to
explore life issues and spirituality more; ‘I would like more time with my own class to
be able to …kind of delve into all of that more than I'm able’; ‘you're running from one
thing to the next, and you feel like: 'If I could just stay with them.... and, connect better
with them'. One educator suggested a solution, which was to have educators teach
their own class more - teaching more subjects to one class of children, rather than
teaching single subjects to different classes. An additional hindrance, educators
mentioned, is the lack of involvement of parents in their children’s spiritual
development. The structure of the school curriculum was also identified as a
challenge. Educators described the current government curriculum as being
knowledge-focused and therefore does not allow space for alternative ways of learning
about spirituality; especially necessary for the non-academic child. Most educators
indicated that they had not received training in approaches to promoting children’s
spiritual well-being, but from their responses, it was evident that they were actively
encouraging children to explore their spirituality in various ways.
Educators’ experiences of children’s spirituality
A general perception among educators was that the spiritual well-being of
children is a process that needs time investment from parents and educators. They
observed that children, who are in a stage of spiritual well-being, are more equipped
to process emotionally challenging life experiences such as illness and conflict, are
‘less needy’ and experience more freedom from fears; ‘it just makes them more
relaxed and peaceful about their worries’.
Educators experienced that children in the Foundation Phase are receptive to
learning rules of behaviour such as showing ‘care’ and ‘being kind’ and following
religious practises such as ‘morning prayer’ and reading ‘Bible stories’, while children
in Grades 5 and 6 tended to be in a stage of transition between following the religious
practises they are taught, and making these part of their personal way of life, ‘I've
experienced it over and over… at this age that they've become a little bit jaded in the
sense that they hear it a lot and it's coming at them from, probably in most cases, from
their parents and from school and I find that... it's almost like a form of spirituality but
not a personal thing for them’.
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The Art teacher in one school experienced how the nature of the subject allows
for children freedom to express their thoughts and creativity and experience spirituality
in an alternative way to the cognitive methods, “I see Art as a metaphysical plane
where they can enter into…”; “…in the Art room it becomes an unconscious thing, and
that’s a wonderful freedom to be spiritual”.

Discussion
A discussion follows, involving each dominant themes identified in the study,
with specific reference to literature and theory mentioned in this article.
Perceptions of spirituality among educators
Perceptions of spirituality, among the participating educators, were varied and
most had an inclusive description of spirituality. Many perceive it as being observable
in the form of religious practises such as praying and reading sacred texts, but include
descriptors that are supportive of the universal and humanist concept of spirituality
that Jacobs, Viljoen and Van der Walt (2012) and Emmons (1999) describe; focusing
on a search for meaning, relationships and making connections with others, the
environment and the transcendent. However, few of the educators viewed spirituality
as independent of a religious framework. Therefore participants’ perceptions align
more with the inclusive descriptions of spirituality which Egan et al. (2011:308) refer
to; allowing for a range of spiritualities, “from the existential to the religious”.
There was an agreement with Zhang’s (2010) description of spirituality as being
an inherent aspect of a person’s humanity. Most educators follow Nye’s (2009, in
Minor & Grant, 2014) proposal that spirituality is a life-long process as opposed to a
product, and that relationships are central to spirituality.
Educators’ perceptions of spiritual well-being
Considering Fisher’s (2009) four domain model of SWB, educators in this study
supported the theory that a child’s SWB can be measured by the strength of his
relationship with God, with other people, and his awareness of self-worth. Despite this,
few of the educators specifically suggested a connection between caring for the
environment and SWB.
An agreement with Fowler’s (cited in Long 2008) statement was evident in the
educators’ observations of a tendency among their school children, to be more
confident and more caring. This, they believe, is made possible through the ‘training’
they provide and the role of the teacher-child relationship. This adheres with Fisher’s
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(2009) four domain model, in that healthy connective relationships between adults and
children are a measure of spiritual well-being; in the Communal SWB domain.
Factors influencing the promotion of spiritual well-being in children
The roles of the educator, the parent and the school, in encouraging children’s
SWB, featured strongly in the educators’ perceptions and experiences. Educators’
day-to-day building of relationships with the children and guidance on rules of
respectful and co-operative behaviour is perceived as a natural part of their teaching
role. In fulfilling this role, the educators are providing necessary emotional and spiritual
support during this School-Age stage of their psychosocial development. Here the
children are negotiating the challenge between Industry and Inferiority (Erikson cited
in McLeod, 2013) – experiencing joy and disappointment in the process of learning
new rules and skills.
Systems in the participating schools such as environmental education,
community service and biblical integration programmes, were noted as instrumental
in providing a framework for planning experiences inside and outside the classroom,
which promote children’s SWB. Through establishing their own programmes and
approaches to SWB promotion, four of the schools and specifically their educators,
are fulfilling the mandate of the Health Promoting Schools Programme (DoBE and
DoH, 2012), wherein the school itself initiates experiences for teaching and learning.
Hindrances of educators’ role in promoting spiritual well-being
The busy school day programme makes demands on the physical energy and
emotions of educators and children. Administrative tasks, discipline issues and
children’s emotional/spiritual needs compete with each other for the educator’s
attention. In addition, overburdened parents tend to have less time to spend with their
children with the result that educators take over the responsibility of supporting the
mental, emotional, social and spiritual development of children in their schools.
Consequently, educators often feel overwhelmed by the demands made of them.
Conclusion
From the results of this study, it is evident that the participating educators
perceive spirituality and the children’s spiritual well-being as pertinent to children’s
holistic development. Educators are promoting children’s spiritual well-being through
various approaches; whether formally through programmes or informally through their
role-modelling and relationships with the children. In fulfilling their role, educators feel
the need for greater support from parents, and suggest an adjustment to the focus and
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structure of the curriculum which gives more opportunity to promote children’s spiritual
well-being.
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Section 3
Critical reflection
Introduction: orientation and problem statement

The significance of spirituality and its effect on all areas of health and wellbeing is generating interest on a global scale. Research into the impact of spirituality
on individuals is being carried out in the fields of psychology, education and health
care (Egan, 2011; Tacey, 2004), delivering a variety of qualitative and quantitative
results that indicate a connection between sustained spiritual experiences and wellbeing (Miller, 2015). With the shift towards secularisation in society, and the trend
among people to call themselves spiritual rather than religious, the conceptual
connection to religion has caused spirituality to be viewed in a sensitive light (Tacey,
2004). Egan (2011) however, maintains that despite the multitude of perceptions of
spirituality, ranging from the religious to the existential, the dominant perception is
that spirituality ‘is generally acknowledged to be the most basic and essential
requirement for health’ (Durie, 1985 cited in Egan, 2011).
Shope (2015) assists with clarifying the connection between spirituality and
spiritual well-being, in stating that spiritual well-being focuses more specifically on
how a person’s spirituality may be affecting the quality of his life. Moodley, Beukes &
Esterhuyse, (2012) place the discussion into the education context, with their
research into the connection between spiritual well-being and adolescents’ ways of
coping at their stage of development. From the results of this research, they were
able to conclude that educators who promote spirituality and the spiritual well-being
of children in their care, are facilitating a variety of positive outcomes (Moodley,
Beukes & Esterhuyse, 2012).
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A review on the literature on children’s spirituality revealed research into
different aspects of the topic. Hay and Nye (2006) explored alternative ways that
children express their spirituality, the effects of spirituality on their academic
performance and ability to cope with stressors in their environment (Miller, 2015). Of
particular interest to the researcher, is Mata’s (2011) study of children’s expressions
of spirituality in the early-childhood education classroom. Also, of more particular
interest to the researcher, was Mata’s (2014) study of in-service teachers in earlychildhood education, and their views on spirituality and its place in the classroom.
Primary school educators are in a unique position to witness the effects, on
children, of stressors that accompany twenty-first century urban life. Various health
promoting programmes currently exist, which can assist school communities in their
efforts to support children in developing necessary knowledge, skills and attitudes to
manage their lives and deal with stressors. South African’s Department of Basic
Education (2012) has initiated the Integrated School Health Policy and subsequent
health promoting programmes, with the aim to support schools in their task of
dealing with barriers to learning and to provide healthy places for work and learning.
Spiritual well-being does not overtly feature in these programmes, yet, the
researcher proposes that it could be considered a necessary part of any programme
focusing on health-promotion.
The question which the researcher set out to answer is: What perceptions and
experiences do educators have of promoting primary school children’s spirituality
and spiritual well-being? The aim of this research was therefore to explore and
describe the perceptions and experiences of primary school educators regarding the
promotion of children’s SWB.
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Methodology
This qualitative study took the form of an interpretive study of how educators
perceive and experience spirituality in the primary school context and the meaning
they attach to their role and the process of promoting children’s spiritual well-being
(SWB). Five schools in Port Elizabeth, Eastern Cape Province, consented to their
educators participate in the research project – three independent schools and two
public schools. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with twenty-five primary
school educators, all of whom had more than two years of teaching experience to
inform their responses. Interviews were transcribed and transcriptions were coded
using the directed content analysis method. Categories for the coding were gathered
from existing theory and literature such as Fisher’s four domain model of spiritual
well-being. An independent co-coder assisted in auditing the categories for coding
and her coding assisted in improving the credibility of the results.
Results indicate that many educators have an inclusive perception of
spirituality; not describing it as only being concerned with religion, but that it also
entails issues such as a person’s individual meaning and purpose in life, values and
relationships. The latter topic was a dominant theme in all responses during the
interviews. Four different domains of relationships were mentioned, during the
interviews – relationships between educator and child, between the child and fellow
learners, between the child and God and between the child and the environment.
The latter domain featured least of all, in the responses. Support for their efforts
came from the school management teams and some existing programmes that are
currently in place in their schools. These programmes include a biblical integration
system operating in two of the independent schools, community service projects in
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all the five schools and a comprehensive environment education programme that
forms part of the curriculum in one of the independent schools.
In conclusion, educators’ perceive themselves as are actively engaging in this
process of promoting the children’s SWB and consider it a valuable aspect of
development in the school-aged child (ages 6-12). Most educators’ responses
revealed that they were experiencing some hindrances to their efforts, such as
limited support from some children’s parents and, at times, the overwhelming
responsibilities that accompany their role as educators of children in their formative
years. Educators perceive a need for improvement in the level of co-operation
between parents and educators, in this process, and a possible revision of the
structure of the school timetable and curriculum, to assist in their efforts to promote
the SWB of children.
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