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				The (possible) influence of neoliberalism on learner ill-discipline in South African schools

				Abstract

				Neoliberalism absolutises economic and market rationality and foregrounds values that serve the economy’s exclusive needs. As a result, it not only alters the aims and objectives of education but also erodes, marginalises and replaces authentic pedagogical and social values with marked values such as individualism, competition, performance, self-interest, self-reliance and accountability. These market values potentially also affect school discipline negatively by transforming what it means to be a teacher and a learner. In addition, it also changes the teacher-learner relationships, with both teachers and learners being disengaged from the teaching and learning process. This conceptual paper argues that South Africa’s adoption of neoliberal education policies possibly impacted teacher and learner value systems and teacher-learner relationships, resulting in a decay in social values in some schools and creating a favourable context for exacerbating ill-discipline in South African schools. It proposes Ubuntu as an ethical and moral framework for restoring teacher-learner relationships and reversing neoliberalism’s negative influence on learner discipline in South African schools. 

				Keywords: neoliberalism, South African education policy, learner ill-discipline, Ubuntu

				Introduction

				Learner ill-discipline is a common and worldwide concern in education (Simuforosa & Rosemary, 2014). Learner ill-discipline also severely impacts South African (SA) education, with not only the prevalence but also the nature and extent thereof in schools disquieting. To this effect, school violence, murder, severe learner rudeness and disrespect, assault, bullying, the use of illegal substances during school hours and indecent behaviour of learners have become common in many SA schools despite an elaborate policy framework and various strategies that are focused on learner discipline and the creation of a disciplined and safe teaching and learning environment (cf. Bosman, 2022; Nunan, 2018). 

			

		

		
			
				AUTHOR:

				Kevin LG Teise Advancement of Rural and Inclusive Education Research,Sol Plaatje University  Kimberley, South Africa

				
					
						[image: ]
					

				
				e-ISSN 2519-593X

				Perspectives in Education

				2025 43(1): 112-125

				Published:

				30 April 2025

				RECEIVED:

				5 October 2023

				ACCEPTED:

				19 February 2025

				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
			
				113

			

		

		
			
				2025 43(1): 113-125

			

		

		
			
				 https://doi.org/10.38140/pie.v43i1.7646

				
					
						[image: ]
					

				
			

		

		
			
				Teise	The (possible) influence of neoliberalism on learner ill-discipline in South African schools

			

		

		
			
				The South African education policy and practice are informed and guided by neoliberalism (Maistry, 2014; Ndimande, 2016; Van der Walt, 2017). Neoliberal ideas usually creep in “under the radar” (Attick, 2017: 39), and it becomes visible in the technologies and practices governments employ to achieve related aims and objectives. As such, neoliberal ideas quietly became enshrined in education policy and practice, where they not only promote market values in some teachers and learners and change teacher-learner relationships but also give rise to several severe problems in educational institutions (Kretz, 2014). Amongst these problems are increases in the gap between rich and poor learners, the creation of learners who are not able to think critically, ignorance towards cultural diversity, increased racialised school hierarchies, and excessive and intensified use of police and containment mechanisms that lead to the criminalisation of specific learners (Campi, 2019; Hill & Kumar, 2009). Regarding SA, Ndimande (2016) blames current inequalities among schools in SA on the adoption of neoliberal policies. 

				This paper argues that promoting a neoliberal value system, also contributes to learner ill-discipline in SA schools. This paper agrees with Wolhuter and Van der Walt (2020), who attribute learner ill-discipline to various factors related to learners, teachers, schools, the education system, parents and broader society. This paper also concurs with Horsley (2010: 20) that “neo-liberalism may not directly cause … [ill-discipline] … but it certainly creates the circumstances in which …[ill-discipline] … are more likely to rise”. As such, this paper argues that neoliberal educational ideals could contribute towards learner ill-discipline in schools. No previous research suggests a possible link between neoliberal values and learner ill-discipline. This study first examines neoliberalism and its value system in establishing that possible link. It then examines the influence of neoliberalism on education, teachers, learners and teacher-learner relationships. Thereafter, it explores traces of neoliberalism in SA education, discusses the findings, and proposes Ubuntu as an alternative values framework to curb learner ill-discipline.

				Methodology

				This conceptual paper draws from various literature sources, such as articles, books, official SA documents, legislation, and Department of Basic Education policies. These sources were retrieved from search engines such as Google and ERIC, Google Scholar and EBSCOhost databases. To obtain a variety of relevant and recent literature on the topic, keywords such as “neoliberalism”,; “neoliberalism in South African education”,; “South African education”,; “education policy”,; “teacher-learner relationships”,; “learner discipline”,; and “Ubuntu” were used. Only peer-reviewed articles were used. In addition, this article uses both primary and secondary sources. Education policy documents and legislation were retrieved from the website of the South African government. These sources and the policy documents were subjected to intensive reading, and relevant information that could be used in the argument was mined for use. In the reading of these sources, specific ethical considerations were adhered to. In this regard, findings were reported honestly, no information was falsified, fabricated or plagiarised. Care was also taken to be as objective as possible in selecting and reading articles. 

				The neoliberal values system 

				Harvey (2007: 2) defines neoliberalism as a “theory of political, economic practices that proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework characterised by strong private property 
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				rights, free markets and free trade.” Neoliberalism thus, absolutises the economy and the market, promoting an economic value system, above all other. This value system comprises a plethora of values such as effectiveness, efficiency, competition, accountability, compliance, performance, individualism, individual choice and consumption, self-discipline, self-reliance, the pursuit of self-interest, rationality, merit and excellence, and wealth creation (Bridges & Jonathan, 2003 Maistry, 2014; Robertson, 2007; Santiago & Carvalho, 2012; Trunk et al., 2018). These values are not negative and might yield positive outcomes for those holding them (cf. Card & Hepburn, 2023; Becker, et al., 2021). However, their focus on and their misappropriation in education for instrumental market outcomes renders them problematic. As such, these values make some people “lose [their] ability to reflect upon [themselves] and [their] actions” (Baez & Sanchez, 2017: 51), and it may negatively impact people’s well-being (Becker, et al., 2021). In addition, it can also reduce the education practice into an activity where “extrinsic values, cold calculation predominate and where moral reflection is unnecessary” (Ball, 2004: 16). 

				Neoliberalism dismisses the notion of a common good for society and an individual’s responsibility towards that society (Taylor, 2017). It also values people exclusively for their economic worth. Ball (2004) confirms that neoliberalism values people solely for their economic performance and contribution to the organisation’s performance. Thus, to succeed in promoting market rationality, neoliberal values are extended beyond the economic and into the social sphere (Baez & Sanchez, 2017), resulting in the transformation of social and moral values underpinning society (Birch, 2015) and a threat to humanistic, democratic values (Dahlström & Lemma, 2008). 

				With neoliberal values informing reality, little room exists for humanistic, ethical, moral or social democratic values. In addition, it generally “distracts the attention of [some] teachers away from many of the most important educational aims and purposes of education” (Angus, 2017: 340). Simmie (2012) and Small (2009) confirm that neoliberalism opposes social democratic values, promoting care and concern for others. Similarly, Maistry (2014) bemoans the watering down and side-lining of ethical and social democratic values such as care, tolerance and compassion under neoliberalism. In addition, with its emphasis on the market, moral reflection becomes rather obstructive (Ball, 2004), whilst ethical values are forced to fit neoliberal criteria of sense-making (Kretz, 2014). As a result, human interactions and engagement (in some schools) become devoid of basic morality and social democratic values, which are supposed to, amongst others, serve as the “glue that holds us together” (DoE, 2001: 42), and they lose their meaning. Instead, market values, which nurture an unhealthy focus on market imperatives and the individual, are now infused into schools, with potentially dire consequences for discipline. These values influence education, teachers, learners and teacher-learner relationships. 

				The influence of neoliberalism

				4.1	The influence of neoliberalism on education 

				Neoliberalism proceeds from the standpoint that there is nothing unique or exceptional about education, and that is up for sale as any other service or product. As such, neoliberalism actively promotes the commodification, commercialisation, marketisation, and “businessification” of education (Angus, 2017; Hill, 2014). As a result, economic aims and objectives become more and more predominant over social and civic aims and objectives (Prendergast et al., 2017). 
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				In addition, it also redefines and changes the purpose, aims, and objectives of education. Education subsequently becomes “a dehumanising… and heartless exercise” (Van Wyk & Le Grange, 2017: 541), a practice that is governed by “cold and distal form[s] of teacher engagement” (Angus, 2017: 341) and where “cold calculation predominate” (Ball, 2004: 16). 

				In this way, neoliberalism legitimises an instrumentalist agenda for and a narrow conceptualisation of education. Other than an act of “developing well-rounded, civic-minded, engaged human beings” (Attick, 2017: 41) imbued with social democratic values, education now becomes the instrument with which economic aims and objectives are realised. The school’s focus is now on predetermined products - learners that would value only the economic rationale and become instruments for profit and contributors towards economic growth. For Dewey (in Attick, 2017), educating towards predetermined ends is detrimental to the moral and social development of the learner. Such education can affect learners’ sense of morality and moral behaviour negatively – but it could also negatively influence learners’ ability to develop and internalise the values and skills fundamental to democracy and imperative for meaningful social relations in school. Badat (2009) warns against instrumentalist education, whose value is reduced to its efficacy for economic growth because it strips education of its broader social value and function. It also strips education of the conception that it is a public good and public service for the betterment of society (Giroux, in Simmie, 2012). Thus, although education is essentially a “human practice, embedded within and tied to other dimensions of human life …” (Heuer, 2008: n.p.n), under neoliberalism, economic values supersede social values in education. In such instances, neoliberal values shape and inform practices and relationships in some schools, and it potentially clouds one’s ability to see and value others as human beings (Maistry, 2014). 

				Within a neoliberal context, punishment and reward systems are built into the education system to ensure that schools actively promote market values. Incentives are subsequently used to reward behaviour that complies with and ensures neoliberal values are internalised. Similarly, sanctions punish behaviour that is regarded as opposed to the neoliberal values orientation (Simmie, 2012; Stevenson & Wood, 2013). Rewarding schools and learners manifest, for example, in the fanfare accompanying announcing high-stakes examinations (e.g. the matric) results. Also, monetary incentives and other ‘gifts’ (such as infrastructure, recreational facilities, school halls, computers) to some schools and some learners reward good results. At the same time other schools are punished by way of “much more coercive and aggressive approach[es] to management …” (Stevenson & Wood, 2013: 52); “management-by-fear” (Bessant, Robinson & Ormerod, 2015: 468); and “politics of humiliation” (Giroux, in Robbins & Kovalchuk, 2012: 203) are meted out to schools who fail to reach externally set targets. These schools are publicly ridiculed and punished by increased school visits, mandatory longer school hours for specific learners and teachers, constant monitoring, auditing and reporting, and the labelling as dysfunctional. The practice of reward and punishment largely coerces schools, teachers and learners into adopting market values, influencing teachers’ and learners’ values orientation and transforming teacher-learner relationships. In this way, it potentially exacerbates learner ill-discipline. 

				4.2	The influence of neoliberalism on the value orientation of the teacher 

				Teachers are generally conceived to be members of a caring profession (Noddings, 2003), and values of empathy, care and support are regarded integral to being a teacher. In this regard, the Norms and Standard for Educators (DoE, 2000) expects SA teachers to “practise 
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				and promote a critical, committed and ethical attitude towards developing a sense of respect and responsibility towards others…”. Teachers are also expected to “develop a supportive and empowering environment for the learner and respond to the educational and other needs of learners” (DoE, 2000). Thus, apart from developing the values and dispositions of democratic and responsible citizenship, teachers should also look after and care for their learners. However, neoliberal values transform teachers: what it means to be a teacher and what teachers do. This is, according to Ball (2003) and Birch (2015), who maintain that neoliberalism does not simply change who teachers are but also what they do and disrupts the long-standing framings of teachers’ roles. As a result, it creates teachers with new values, new roles and new identities. This is done by reconstructing teachers in economic terms as “producers/providers, educational entrepreneurs and managers” (Ball, 2003: 218), “performative subject[s]” (Angus, 2017: 340), and by transforming them into “disenchanted technical experts” (Ye & Zhao, 2019: 36), and “compliant technicians” (Weber, 2007: 288). 

				The economic conceptualisation of teachers contributes towards some of them becoming “disembedded” (Ball, 2004: 14) from the teaching practice, and they struggle to form meaningful connections with their learners (Wilkins, Busher, Kakos, Mohamed & Smith, 2011). This market-oriented construction ascribes a market value to teachers; it changes what teachers are, how they should be perceived, and what they do and believe about themselves and their practice. It also results in some teachers setting aside personal beliefs about education and their learners because, as Ball (2003) opines, “beliefs are no longer important”. Instead, output and performance now count. Therefore, when teaching, these teachers abandon social values, and market values now become the driving force of the value system that informs their engagement with learners. Such engagements are usually “devoid of meaningful connections to those whom [teachers] are expected to educate” (Wilkins et al., 2011:68). Rather, they are primarily established for instrumental purposes - that is, to “produce citizens who can actively participate in the economy” (Van der Walt, 2017: 11). 

				With values of trust, care, compassion, and empathy commonly associated with teaching now replaced with market values, education’s most critical educational aims (Angus, 2017) are also replaced with narrowly conceptualised market aims and objectives. Informed by market aims and objectives, some teachers fail to see their learners as human beings with particular needs such as compassion, empathy, and care. Instead, these teachers see themselves involved in an activity where they produce “performance outputs subject to ongoing evaluations and audits” (Attick, 2017: 42). As these teachers lose connection with their practice and learners, they develop a laissez-faire attitude, ultimately stopping them from disciplining their learners. Within such a context, market values also influence those learners. 

				4.3	The influence of neoliberalism on the values orientation of learners 

				Neoliberalism sees the learner as an active consumer (Ball, 2004: 5), an “entrepreneurial individual, [and] the active agent of their self-interest …” (Slater, 2014: 249). To perform this role, neoliberalism favours education that enables learners to embrace and adopt market values. As such neoliberalism re-orientates education towards ‘producing’ and turning out employable, consumerist, pro-capitalist, compliant, ideologically indoctrinated learners (Hill & Kumar, 2009; Robertson, 2007) and “useful profit-makers rather than thoughtful citizens” (Nussbaum, 2010: 141-142). To be ‘fit-for-business’, learners are expected to adopt and internalise market values and dispositions that enable them to serve as effective and efficient workers. 
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				In relation to a future devoid of moral and political obligations of citizenship, social responsibility, and democracy, imbued with market values, learners are subsequently redefined and reconstructed (Baez & Sanchez, 2017). Prendergast et al. (2017: 28) maintain that under neoliberalism, young people “develop a deep distrust, resentment of any notion of the social and shun obligations to others”. Here, schools expose learners to the logic of hyper-individualism and hyper-competition, and some learners become disengaged from their immediate society [the school community] (Turner, 2014). They become “highly individualised subjects” (Davies & Bansel, 2007: 248) that are less concerned with the values of democracy [or the school] and more concerned with asserting their private interest (Turner, 2014). 

				Prendergast et al. (2017) confirm that under neoliberalism, values of collectivism and solidarity in learners are replaced by competitive ultra-individualism and narcissistic attitudes. Mistry (2014) also maintains that neoliberalism develops and promotes a value system grounded in the “pursuit of self-interest” in learners. In education, this ultra-individualism and narcissism find expression in some learners having no regard or care for others. In pursuing their self-interest, these learners start to believe that they are accountable to none but themselves and that they do not need any social support offered, e.g. by the school, teachers or fellow learners, to achieve their goals. The self, and what is in the interest of the self, thus becomes the only value worth striving for. Kretz (2014) confirms that under neoliberalism, the self is construed as rationally only interested in selfish goals. Because of the emphasis on the self and their narcissistic attitudes, some learners come to regard themselves as having no moral obligation and responsibility towards others and/or to adhere to the school’s rules or to behave in a disciplined and respectful manner. Even though learners need to develop connectedness with teachers and fellow learners, the neoliberal value system and individualism it promotes not only discourage some learners from creating such a connectedness, but these learners also see no need for such connectedness. Of course, this might have severe implications for the teacher-learner relationship and discipline in some schools. 

				4.4	The influence of neoliberalism on teacher-learner relationships

				Sound social relationships, in essence, characterise education. As such, it requires that a teaching and learning environment be created where teachers and learners can “relate to one another…” (Waghid, 2005: 227) and pay “infinite attention to the other” (Zembylas, 2005: 151). Education has an intrinsic significance and value as an engagement and partnership between dedicated teachers and students (Badat, 2009). This partnership finds expression within the context of a particular and “authentic relationship” (Hershfeldt et al., 2009: 5), which does not allow for “social distancing” (Van Manen, 1995: 8). Instead, it demands that the teacher and learner’s lives become intertwined (Roberts, 2016). with the lives of teachers and learners intertwined, an interdependent and connected relationship is established. This relationship should be characterised by warmth, care, emotional support, recognition, interest and participation (in the student’s life), sensitivity to each other, interest in the emotional well-being of the learner, a sense of community and belonging that is guided by values of trust, openness, mutual respect, rapport, compassion, empathy, congruency and acceptance (Bottery, 2004; Mokhele, 2006). When these values guide teacher-learner relationships, conditions are created to mitigate learner ill-discipline. These values also create opportunities for teachers and learners to see each other as human beings and respond to each other’s needs to be valued, appreciated and celebrated for who they are. 
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				However, neoliberal education and its values not only change our relations with one another (Rose, 1989) but, according to Bridges and Jonathan (2003), it systematically distort our understanding of the nature of the relationship that ought to exist between teachers and learners. In addition, it ignores the “complexities of student-teacher relationships …” (Angus, 2017: 341), and it values teacher-learner relationships for their productive consequences and not as something that has value in its own right (Ball, 2004). Biesta (2004) also claims that neoliberalism makes it difficult to develop “... mutual, reciprocal, and democratic relationships” based on responsibility and concern for others. In schools where neoliberal values are paramount, this may result in education where “the primacy of caring relations has no place” (Ball, 2003: 220). Instead, what appears to be established are teacher-learner relationships with a “clientelistic character” (Noula & Govaris, 2018: 203) that are “flat and deficient in affect” and “at the learners rather than with them” (Ball, 2003: 224) and in which the emotional dimension which needs to underpin teaching and learning is neglected and undermined (Bottery, 2004). When sound teacher-learner relationships are valued primarily for their economic significance, as happens under neoliberalism, they become eroded and marginalised, and both teachers and learners become aloof, detached and disengaged from the relationship. This occurs because neoliberalism tends to ignore the emotions involved in education, and it disregards feelings of interdependence and care that are fundamental to education in general and for enhancing discipline in schools in particular. 

				With teacher-learner relationships pivoting on neoliberal values, the desire to deliver on economic requirements is why some teachers and some learners engage with each other and establish ties. Attick (2017: 45) confirms that neoliberalism results in teachers engaging with learners “not for … emotional development or to forge change, rather to meet specific [economic] strictures …”. Because of this, some teachers might feel that they no longer know how to connect with their learners to create disciplined schooling environments. Thus, what is supposed to be ‘affectionate relationships’, informed by social values, become ‘transactional relationships’ with teachers caring primarily about outputs and learners caring primarily about themselves. The resultant distance between some teachers and learners results in some learners not needing to consider and respect teachers or behave disciplined in schools. While Barnett (2005) opines that the absence of pro-social values results in hostile school environments, Bottery (2004: 94) claims that neo-liberalism is “crippling the learning organisation”. Neoliberalism could therefore be another factor crippling SA education and potentially contributing towards ill-discipline in schools.

				The situation in South African education

				South African education is founded on and strives to realise social values of equity, respect, tolerance and democracy. Not only are these values supposed to form the moral fabric of society, but they are also supposed to create disciplined teaching and learning environments. However, teaching and learning are severely crippled by learner ill-discipline, and discipline in SA schools could be regarded as one of the significant threats to education. Obadire and Sinthumule (2021) regard ill-discipline in SA schools as a severe problem, rendering schools ineffective for teaching and learning. Singh (2014) views it as a significant contributing factor to teachers’ low morale and why some consider leaving the profession. Reyneke (2015: 58) list various disciplinary “trends” that have become commonly embedded in SA schools. These include school-based violent crimes such as murder, attempted murder and assault, corporal punishment, rape and sexual assault and robbery. Various forms of bullying, gangsterism, verbal aggression, vandalism, drug and alcohol abuse at school, class disruptions, rudeness, 
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				a lack of commitment to schoolwork, late coming, and teenage pregnancies are also common in SA schools. These disciplinary challenges are indicative of the culture of many schools and the primary cause of the erosion of the culture of teaching and learning in some SA schools. Judged by the plethora of discipline policies and guidelines developed over the years, SA education authorities are equally concerned about learner ill-discipline and its effect on education. 

				This article argues that learner ill-discipline in SA schools could also be attributed to reframing education in the neoliberal logic and adopting neoliberal policy positions and values in education. Maistry (2014) claims that SA has not escaped the pervasive impact of neo-liberalism on its education system, as market values such as accountability, performativity, rewards, punishment and performance management are actively promoted in and through SA education. Evidence of neoliberal influence is found in various primary educational policy documents. Both the White Paper on Education and Training (DoE, 1996) and the Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS) (DBE, 2012) demonstrate an explicit proclivity towards neoliberalism as it frames the aims and objectives of SA education within neoliberal terms. The SA macro policy framework further forged strong ties between neoliberalism and education. Here, the National Development Plan (RSA, 2012: 296) expects education to “… produce highly skilled individuals …[which] have the skills and knowledge to meet the present and future needs of the economy …”. Education, therefore, has a somewhat inescapable responsibility to adopt, to develop in teachers and learners market aims and objectives, and to respond to economic needs. As such, the focus of SA education is no longer on developing democratic citizens or student well-being. Instead, it primarily concerns human resource development (Samuel & Stephens, 2000). This contrasts with the vision for education articulated in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN, 1989: Section 29), which SA embraces. In this convention, education is expected to develop a child’s personality, talents, mental and physical abilities, respect for human rights, freedoms, the child’s parents, cultural identity, language and values, the national values of the child’s country, and the natural environment. In addition, education must also prepare the child for a responsible life in a free society, in the spirit of understanding, peace, tolerance, equality of sexes, and friendship among all peoples, ethnic, national and religious groups and persons of indigenous origin. With evidence of an orientation towards neoliberal values, some teachers in SA are left with little to no time to respond to learner discipline, which fuels learner ill-discipline in school.

				Discussion 

				Values determine the general behaviour of learners and teachers and what happens in school (Reyneke & Deacon, 2020). To this effect, Ross et al. (in Reyneke & Deacon, 2020) opine that a school environment where all role-players display an affinity for pro-social values positively influences discipline. The opposite is also true: a school environment with anti-social values negatively affects discipline. 

				This article argues that neoliberalism promotes an anti-social value framework that negatively affects learner discipline. It potentially replaces pro-social values in some teachers and learners, and it damages teacher-learner relationships because neoliberalism attaches absolute importance to individualism. The individual is subsequently awarded supreme status and everything centres around the individual. For Barnett (2005), this self-centredness pushes individualism to an extreme, turning selfishness into a virtue. Within such a context, some learners develop egoistic character traits that bring to the fore egoistic acts or ego-driven 
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				behaviour that could potentially result in or exacerbate ill-discipline. Thus, emotionality or an ‘ethic of care’ (Wilkins et al., 2011: 68) and the establishment of pedagogical relationships characterised by kindness and tolerance (Husu & Tirri, 2007) that is so typical of education is denied. As a result, some teachers and learners become ignorant and unsympathetic towards each other, failing to relate to and care for each other. Instead, they seem to care only for themselves. Horsley (2010: 8-9) confirms that neoliberalism gives rise to individuals “who care for nothing but personal interest and advancement”. It subsequently downplays and weakens pedagogical relationships that are supposed to exist between teachers and learners. 

				Sound pedagogical relationships are important to maintain good discipline in schools. For Van Manen (1995), pedagogical relationships are not just momentarily but are scrupulously crafted to extend well beyond the periods of direct engagement in teaching and learning. Such relationships require that intertwined, authentic and life-long bonds be established. In contrast, and detrimental to school discipline, neoliberalism promotes establishing short-lived, disposable, serial and fleeting social ties (Ball, 2004). These superficial and momentarily connections lack social bonding and deep commitment to and respect for each other - the absence of which also contributes towards the dissolution of any moral obligations and moral or disciplined behaviour towards one another. Horsley (2010) maintains that weak or broken bonds give rise to delinquent behaviour, resulting in high crime rates typical to neoliberal contexts. Similarly, this article argues that weak social bonds characteristic of neoliberalism make some learners equally prone to ill-discipline. 

				In some teachers, neoliberal values result in them developing cold and impersonal attitudes towards their learners and attaching less importance to them. According to Çankaya (2024:26), neoliberalism gives rise to an individualistic mindset that “fosters an illusion where the individual … possesses the power and freedom to sketch any kind of destiny narrative, good or bad”. In addition, for Kahl (2024), the neoliberal focus on individualism ‘results in anxiety, the breaking of social bonds, [and] the dissolution of community”. Perceptions that they have power and that community and/or social bonds are unimportant might result in some learners challenging or outright rejecting the teacher’s authority and discipline. 

				Self-centeredness and narcissism promoted by neoliberalism result in some learners pursuing their individualistic ideals at the expense of others. Moreover, in their pursuit to perform or face harsh punishment, SA teachers find themselves absorbed in work and in a race to comply - with less time to attend to and/or prevent learner discipline. This, as the handling of discipline, becomes a time-consuming activity - time that should instead be used to comply. The dire situation of teachers is well described by Morrow (2007), who opines that some SA teachers have increasingly, through exhaustion, despair, or perhaps dwindling conviction, given up trying to improve the quality of their teaching. They have increasingly come to see themselves embroiled in situations over which they have no control and have lost an understanding of themselves as professional agents whose responsibility it is to act as best as possible in the situations in which they find themselves. 

				Against this backdrop, this article proposes Ubuntu as a counter-value framework that could infuse a different morality and association with others in learners. Ubuntu is not the panacea for ill-discipline in SA schools, and many other social, economic, cultural, and other factors contributing to ill-discipline should also be attended to. However, Ubuntu morality is anticipated to promote humaneness, which appears to be absent under a neoliberal values framework, and possibly restore discipline in SA schools. 
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				Ubuntu as a moral value system to restore discipline in SA schools 

				Ubuntu is the basis of African communal cultural life. It creates individuals who affirm and respect others (Johnson & Quan-Baffour, 2016) and it fosters relationships that are reciprocal, interdependent and mutually beneficial (Oviawe, 2016). As such, Ubuntu not only relates to what is right and wrong, acceptable and unacceptable, but it also dictates how we should relate to each other and our ethical, moral and normative responsibility towards each other. In other words, Ubuntu lays down values that inform our interaction. Values of cooperation, compassion, community, sympathy, concern for the interests of others, respect, dignity, kindness, connectedness, humaneness, inclusivity, consideration, patience, courtesy, reciprocity, co-existence, solidarity, harmony, peace and humanity (Higgs, 2003; 2014), form the core of what Ubuntu is, and how we ought to interact with one another. In promoting these values, Ubuntu develops a sense of “communal embeddedness and connectedness of a person to other persons” (Higgs, 2003: 13). As such, Ubuntu holds the potential to have some learners realise their humanity and see others as human. It is assumed that in acknowledging the humanity of others, learners will develop a sense of care and compassion for and concern for the well-being of others. 

				In Ubuntu, one can only become humane in community with and through others. Kretz (2011: 539) describes Ubuntu’s ethics as “anti-egoistic”. Its strong focus on healthy relationships and its anti-egoistic nature, therefore, opposes the ultra-individualism, egoism and narcissism typical of neoliberalism. Ignorance for the needs of others, selfishness and competition thus threaten sound relations that are supposed to exist within schools. In the school context, Ubuntu promotes values that make us more humane. For Le Grange (2015), this assumes an inclination to do things for the good of others and to think of oneself as closely connected with others. Whereas education informed by neoliberal values is content with and flourishes on fleeting, superficial ties, education grounded in Ubuntu demands that bonds grounded in human dignity and respect be formed. Whereas neoliberalism creates competitive, cold and distal relationships, Ubuntu brings people together in kindness, compassion, peace and harmony. Ubuntu values could improve discipline in schools and make schools safe places. In the Ubuntu ethic, people are interdependent and co-responsible for one another, and they relate in harmony to one another. It is this relatedness, created and fostered by the values of Ubuntu, which this article proposes has the potential to counter the values of neoliberalism and positively influence learner discipline in SA schools. 

				Conclusion

				This article argued that neoliberal policies and practices in SA education potentially exacerbate learner ill-discipline. This argument is based on the negative influence of neoliberal values on some teachers, learners and teacher-learner relationships. As an alternative, this article recommended that SA schools be infused with the values of Ubuntu, which promote peace, harmony, compassion, co-existence and respect, in contrast to a neoliberal values framework that thrives on individualism, egoism, self-centeredness and competitiveness. This article argued that relationships between teachers and learners will improve in a context infused with Ubuntu values, and learner discipline will be restored. 
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