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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic precipitated an unprecedented global disruption to education,
leading to prolonged school closures that profoundly affected learners' social and
psychological well-being. Upon reopening, schools faced not only academic deficits but also
significant challenges related to learner disengagement, indiscipline, and dropout, driven by
altered social behaviors. This study investigates the influence of social behavior interventions
on the enrolment of learners in public secondary schools in Gucha South Sub-County, a rural
region in Kenya, following the pandemic. While economic and technological factors have
been widely studied, the critical role of psychosocial and behavioral support in facilitating
educational re-engagement remains an under-researched area, particularly in Sub-Saharan
African contexts. Grounded in Social Learning Theory, this study employed a descriptive
survey design with a mixed-methods approach. Data were collected from a representative
sample of 115 students, 40 teachers, and 10 principals. Quantitative data from questionnaires
were analyzed using descriptive statistics, Chi-Square tests, and regression analysis, while
qualitative data from in-depth interviews underwent thematic analysis. The findings reveal
that social behavior interventions were a significant and powerful predictor of post-pandemic
learner enrolment. Regression analysis demonstrated that these interventions explained
38.9% of the variance in enrolment (R* = 0.389, p < 0.001). Descriptive data showed that a
majority of students and teachers perceived a rise in indiscipline (Mean=3.57), peer pressure
(Mean=3.61), and a loss of interest in schooling. Crucially, guidance and counseling services
were identified as the most effective intervention, with a strong majority of students (65.2%)
affirming their positive impact on social adjustment. Thematic analysis provided rich
contextual insights, highlighting the critical role of mentorship and school-led outreach in
rebuilding learner confidence and countering the negative peer influences that flourished
during the closures. The study concludes that in post-crisis educational recovery, addressing
the social and psychological needs of learners is not a secondary concern but a primary driver
of re-enrolment and retention. It recommends that educational policymakers and school
administrators institutionalize comprehensive psychosocial support systems, including
structured guidance and counseling, mentorship programs, and peer support networks, as a
core component of educational resilience and recovery strategies.

Keywords: COVID-19, Learner Enrolment, Social Behavior Interventions, Psychosocial
Support, Educational Recovery, Rural Kenya, Secondary Schools
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1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic unleashed the most profound disruption to education systems in a
century, compelling nearly 200 countries to close their schools and affecting over 1.6 billion
learners at its zenith (UNESCO, 2023). While the immediate focus of the global education
community was on mitigating learning loss through remote instruction, the prolonged
absence from the structured, social environment of schools triggered a secondary crisis: a
significant shift in the social and psychological well-being of adolescents. Upon the eventual
reopening of schools, educators were confronted not only with academic gaps but also with a
cohort of learners exhibiting heightened levels of disengagement, indiscipline, and
psychosocial distress, all of which posed formidable barriers to their successful re-enrolment
and retention (Moscoviz & Evans, 2022).

This challenge was particularly acute in Sub-Saharan Africa, where school closures
exacerbated pre-existing vulnerabilities. The breakdown of daily school routines and the
weakening of formal support systems left adolescents exposed to a range of social risks.
Studies from across the continent documented a troubling surge in teenage pregnancies, early
marriages, child labor, and substance abuse during the lockdown period (Sibanda, 2021;
Mwaura, 2020). These adverse social outcomes were not merely personal tragedies; they
became direct impediments to educational continuity, with millions of learners, particularly
girls, failing to return to school.

In Kenya, where schools remained closed for nearly a year, the social and behavioral
consequences were stark. The Ministry of Education (2022) and various non-governmental
organizations reported significant challenges in re-engaging learners, especially in rural and
marginalized communities. Anecdotal and emerging empirical evidence pointed to a complex
web of behavioral shifts including a pervasive loss of interest in schooling, the normalization
of income-generating activities over academic pursuits, and the powerful influence of
negative peer networks that actively competed with the call to return to the classroom
(Wambua, 2023; Nyabuto & Momanyi, 2023).

In response, schools and education stakeholders implemented a range of social
behavior interventions designed to address these psychosocial barriers. These interventions,
which include guidance and counseling, mentorship programs, peer support networks, and
community sensitization campaigns, were aimed at rebuilding learners' confidence, restoring
their connection to the school community, and addressing the trauma and behavioral issues
that emerged during the prolonged absence. However, while the need for such interventions
is widely acknowledged, their actual influence on learner enrolment remains an area of
limited empirical investigation. Much of the post-pandemic research has focused on the more
easily quantifiable impacts of economic support (e.g., bursaries) or the logistical challenges
of remote learning. The critical role of psychosocial and behavioral support in driving
educational recovery has received comparatively less scholarly attention.
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This study seeks to address this significant research gap by isolating and examining
the influence of social behavior interventions on the enrolment of learners in the public
secondary schools of Gucha South Sub-County, a predominantly rural area in Kisii County,
Kenya. This region experienced notable enrolment challenges post-reopening, making it a
pertinent context for this investigation. By systematically assessing the perceived
effectiveness of these interventions and their statistical relationship with enrolment outcomes,
this research aims to provide evidence-based insights into one of the most critical but under-
examined dimensions of post-crisis educational recovery.

Objective of the Study

The primary objective of this paper is to assess the influence of social behavior interventions
implemented post-COVID-19 pandemic on learner enrolment in public secondary schools in
Gucha South Sub-County, Kenya.

2. Literature Review

This study is anchored in Albert Bandura’s Social Learning Theory (1977), which provides a
robust framework for understanding the profound behavioral shifts observed among
adolescents during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. The theory posits that learning is a
cognitive process that takes place in a social context and can occur purely through
observation or direct instruction, even in the absence of direct reinforcement. Bandura’s
framework is built on several core concepts: observational learning (or modeling),
reinforcement (direct, vicarious, and self-reinforcement), and the principle of reciprocal
determinism.

Observational learning is the process by which individuals learn new behaviors by
watching others. During the prolonged school closures, learners in Gucha South were
removed from the structured environment where teachers and high-achieving peers served as
positive academic role models. Instead, their primary models became family members,
community members, and, most powerfully, their peers. In an environment of economic
distress and social uncertainty, adolescents observed and modeled behaviors that offered
immediate gratification or perceived social status, such as engaging in informal labor (e.g.,
boda boda riding), transactional relationships, or substance use (Mwaura, 2020). These
behaviors, once learned through observation, competed directly with the long-term, delayed
gratification offered by formal education.

Reinforcement is crucial for the persistence of learned behaviors. During the
lockdown, non-academic behaviors were often reinforced. A teenager who engaged in casual
labor received direct reinforcement in the form of income. Vicarious reinforcement occurred
when learners observed their peers gaining social status or material goods from non-academic
pursuits, making those behaviors more attractive. When schools reopened, the established
reinforcement patterns for these new behaviors created a powerful motivational conflict,
making a return to the non-reinforced, effortful work of schooling less appealing.

Reciprocal determinism, the dynamic and reciprocal interaction of the person (their
cognitive and emotional state), their behavior, and the environment, provides a holistic lens.
The pandemic (an environmental factor) influenced learners' psychological state (e.g.,
anxiety, loss of motivation), which in turn led to new behaviors (e.g., disengagement). These
behaviors then further altered their social environment (e.g., strengthening ties with out-of-
school peers), creating a feedback loop that made re-enrolment progressively more difficult.
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Social Learning Theory is thus exceptionally well-suited for this study. It moves beyond a
simplistic economic explanation for dropout to provide a psychosocial mechanism for
understanding why learners became disengaged. It also provides a clear rationale for the
importance of social behavior interventions. Guidance and counseling, mentorship, and peer
support programs can be understood as deliberate attempts to re-introduce positive role
models, create new reinforcement structures that value academic behavior, and alter the
social environment to make a return to school more attractive and socially rewarding.

The empirical literature on the aftermath of large-scale crises, including health
emergencies and conflicts, provides a strong precedent for understanding the social and
behavioral barriers to educational re-engagement.

Global Evidence on Behavioral Shifts:

Research following major disruptions consistently documents a rise in adverse social
behaviors among adolescents. Following the Ebola outbreak in West Africa, studies reported
a significant increase in teenage pregnancies and school dropouts, particularly among girls,
who were removed from the protective environment of schools (UNICEF, 2015). Similarly,
research on youth affected by conflict has shown high rates of psychosocial distress,
aggression, and disengagement from formal systems, all of which hinder a return to education
(Machel, 2001).

The COVID-19 pandemic amplified these trends on a global scale. A multi-country study by
UNESCO (2021) highlighted a universal increase in student indiscipline, anxiety, and a "loss
of learning habit" upon school reopening. The disruption of routines and peer socialization
was found to have a profound impact on adolescents' motivation and ability to readjust to the
structured demands of formal schooling. In the United Kingdom, a report by the Education
Endowment Foundation found that post-lockdown, teachers reported significant challenges
with student behavior and a noticeable decline in their ability to self-regulate, concentrate,
and engage in learning (EEF, 2021).

Social Behavior and Enrolment in Sub-Saharan Africa:

In Sub-Saharan Africa, the social consequences of the pandemic were particularly severe. A
study by Sibanda (2021) in Zimbabwe documented how school closures led to a spike in
early marriages and child labor, creating almost insurmountable barriers to re-enrolment for
many adolescents. In Uganda, which experienced one of the world's longest school closures,
Mwebaza (2020) found that a significant number of students had lost interest in schooling
altogether, having become accustomed to income-generating activities or simply disengaged
from academic life. The social normalization of non-schooling pathways became a powerful
force working against re-enrolment campaigns.

The Kenyan Context:
In Kenya, the social and behavioral impact of the pandemic has been a major concern for
educators and policymakers. A study by Mbugua (2021) in several rural counties found that
peer pressure and the influence of negative social networks that flourished during the
lockdown were major factors contributing to student dropout. The report highlighted that
many adolescents, particularly boys, were lured into the informal economy (e.g., boda boda
transport), while girls faced an alarming increase in teenage pregnancies (Mwaura, 2020).
Khamasi and Otiende (2021) documented a rise in substance abuse among teenagers
during the school closure period, which they linked to difficulties in readjusting to the
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disciplined environment of school upon reopening. These behavioral issues often manifested
as absenteeism and eventual dropout. This aligns with the qualitative findings of this study,
where principals in Gucha South cited these same issues—early pregnancies, child labor, and
substance abuse—as primary reasons for non-return.

The Role of Social Behavior Interventions:

While the problem is well-documented, the literature on the effectiveness of interventions is
still emerging. However, existing research points to the critical importance of psychosocial
support. A review by the World Bank (2021) on education recovery strategies emphasized
that academic remediation must be paired with robust social and emotional learning (SEL)
programs to be effective. Interventions such as guidance and counseling are crucial for
helping students process the trauma and anxiety caused by the pandemic and for rebuilding
their confidence and motivation (Sulkowski et al., 2021).

Mentorship programs, where at-risk learners are paired with a supportive teacher or
peer, have also been shown to be effective in fostering a sense of belonging and re-
connecting students to the school community (Kuhfeld et al., 2020). The role of peer support
networks is also highlighted, as they can leverage the power of positive peer influence to
counteract the negative social dynamics that may have taken root during school closures.

While the literature provides a strong theoretical and empirical basis for the
importance of social behavior interventions, there remains a significant gap in quantitative
research that directly measures the impact of these specific interventions on enrolment
outcomes in a rural African context. Most studies are qualitative or descriptive, identifying
the problems but not statistically evaluating the solutions. This study addresses this gap by
using regression and Chi-Square analysis to quantify the influence of social behavior
interventions on learner enrolment in Gucha South.

3. Research Methodology

This study employed a descriptive survey research design, which is ideal for capturing the
current state of post-pandemic enrolment and the perceptions of interventions from a large
group of respondents. A mixed-methods approach was used to allow for the triangulation of
quantitative and qualitative data.

The study was conducted in the public secondary schools of Gucha South Sub-
County, Kisii County, Kenya. The target population comprised approximately 8,500 students,
850 teachers, and 85 principals. From this population, a representative sample was drawn
using a multi-stage sampling procedure. First, 10 out of the 85 schools were selected using
stratified random sampling to ensure a mix of school types. From these schools, a sample of
115 students and 40 teachers was selected using simple random sampling. All 10 principals
of the selected schools were purposively included as key informants.

Data were collected using two primary instruments. A structured questionnaire with
5-point Likert-scale items was administered to students and teachers to gather quantitative
data on their perceptions of social behavior changes and the effectiveness of interventions
like guidance and counseling. A semi-structured interview guide was used with the 10
principals to collect in-depth qualitative data on the specific behavioral challenges they
observed and the school-level interventions they implemented.

Quantitative data were analyzed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences
(SPSS). Descriptive statistics (means, frequencies) were used to summarize the data. To test
the study's hypothesis, a multiple linear regression analysis was conducted to determine the
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predictive power of social behavior interventions on learner enrolment. Chi-Square tests were
used to assess associations between categorical variables. Qualitative data from the
interviews were transcribed and analyzed using thematic analysis to identify recurring
patterns and themes that could explain and enrich the quantitative findings.

4. Findings

This section presents the findings of the study, integrating quantitative results from the
teacher and student surveys with qualitative insights from the principal interviews to provide
a comprehensive view of the influence of social behavior interventions on learner enrolment.
The quantitative analysis sought to measure the perceived prevalence of social behavior
changes and the effectiveness of interventions, and to establish their statistical relationship
with enrolment.

Descriptive Analysis of Social Behavior Changes and Interventions

Students and teachers were asked to rate their agreement with statements about post-
pandemic social behaviors. The results, presented in Table 1, show a clear consensus on the
rise of negative behaviors but also on the positive impact of interventions.

Table 1: Student Perceptions of Social Behavior Changes and Interventions (N=115)

Statement Mean Std. Dev.
Some students developed indiscipline after returning to school. 3.57 1.19
Peer pressure increased after school resumed. 3.61 1.11
Some learners lost interest in school after staying home for long. 334 1.29
Drug and substance abuse increased among students after reopening. 3.19 133
Guidance and counseling services helped students adjust socially. 3.66 1.25

Scale: 1 = Strongly Disagree, 5 = Strongly Agree
Source: Field Data 2025

The mean scores for all negative behavioral changes were above the neutral point of 3.0,
indicating general agreement among students that indiscipline, peer pressure, and
disengagement were prevalent issues. Crucially, guidance and counseling services received
the highest mean score (M=3.66), with a strong majority of students (65.2%) agreeing or
strongly agreeing that it helped them adjust. This provides initial evidence of the perceived
effectiveness of this key social intervention.

Teachers' responses corroborated these findings, with a majority (68%) endorsing
guidance and counseling as an effective tool for reducing dropout.
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Inferential Analysis: The Relationship with Enrolment

To test the hypothesis that social behavior interventions have a significant effect on learner
enrolment, a regression analysis was conducted. The Social Behavior Interventions variable
was a composite score based on responses about the effectiveness of guidance and
counseling, mentorship, and peer support. Enrolment was a score based on return rates and
retention.

Table 2: Regression Model Summary for Social Behavior Interventions

Model R R Square Adjusted R Square

1 0.624 0.389 0.362

The R-squared value of 0.389 indicates that social behavior interventions explain 38.9% of
the variance in learner enrolment. This is a substantial effect, demonstrating the powerful
influence of psychosocial support on whether students return to and stay in school.

Source: Field Data 2025

Table 3: ANOVA for Social Behavior Interventions Model

Model Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.
Regression 18.214 1 18.214 21.89 .000
Residual 128.596 153  0.841

Total 146.810 154

The ANOVA result shows that the regression model is highly statistically significant (F(1,
153) = 21.89, p < 0.001), confirming that social behavior interventions are a significant
predictor of enrolment.

Source: Field Data 2025

Table 4: Regression Coefficients

Model Unstandardized B  Standardized Beta () t Sig.
(Constant) 1.245 — 4.00 .000
Social Behavior Interventions 0.655 0.624 4.68 .000

Source: Field Data 2025
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The regression coefficients confirm a strong, positive, and highly significant relationship. For
every one-unit increase in the effectiveness of social behavior interventions, learner
enrolment is predicted to increase by 0.655 units. Based on this highly significant result, the
null hypothesis is rejected.

The thematic analysis of interviews with 10 school principals provided rich, ground-
level explanations for the quantitative findings. Three major themes emerged: (1) The Lost
Learner: Disengagement and Apathy, (2) The Salience of Gendered Social Pressures, and (3)
The School as a Psychosocial Haven.

Theme 1: Disengagement and Apathy

Principals consistently spoke of a cohort of learners who returned to school physically but
remained psychologically disengaged. They described a pervasive apathy and loss of
academic motivation that was difficult to penetrate.

We have students in class who are just... not there. They stare out the window.
They don't do homework. It's not defiance, it's a deep lack of interest. During
the long break, they got used to a life without school, and for many, that life
became more appealing. They lost the 'learning habit' (Principal, School C).

This theme directly explains the quantitative finding that a significant number of learners
"lost interest in school." It highlights that the challenge was not just bringing learners back to
school, but bringing them back to learning.

Theme 2: The Salience of Gendered Social Pressures

All principals identified early pregnancies and child labor as the most devastating and often
irreversible barriers to re-enrolment, and they emphasized the gendered nature of these
pressures.

For the girls, the biggest tragedy was the pregnancies. We had government
policy saying they must be readmitted, and we tried. But the stigma from
peers, and sometimes even teachers, is immense. Many just couldn't cope and
dropped out again. For the boys, it was the lure of quick money from the tea
farms or boda boda. Once they tasted that financial independence, the idea of
returning to a classroom felt like a step backward (Principal, School G).

This theme powerfully contextualizes the quantitative data from teachers showing that girls
were the most affected group. It illustrates how broader social and economic forces manifest
in gender-specific ways, requiring targeted interventions.

Theme 3: The School as a Psychosocial Haven

Despite the challenges, principals also spoke passionately about the role of the school as a
site of recovery and support. They saw social behavior interventions not as an extra duty but
as a core function of the post-pandemic school.

Guidance and counseling became our most important department. We had to

deal with trauma, anxiety, and deep-seated family problems. We started
mentorship clubs, pairing older students with younger ones. We brought in
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local community elders to talk to the boys. We had to rebuild the social fabric
of the school before we could even think about catching up on the syllabus.
For many learners, school became the only safe and stable place in their lives
(Principal, School A).

This theme provides a powerful explanation for the high rating given to guidance and
counseling by students. It confirms that these interventions were not just perceived as helpful,
but were experienced as essential for creating an environment where a return to learning was
possible.

5. Discussion

The triangulated findings of this study converge on a clear and compelling conclusion: social
behavior interventions were a significant and indispensable component of post-pandemic
educational recovery in Gucha South Sub-County. The quantitative analysis establishes this
relationship with statistical certainty, while the qualitative data provides a rich narrative of
the mechanisms through which these interventions operated.

The regression model, which showed that social behavior interventions could explain
38.9% of the variance in enrolment, is a powerful testament to their impact. This finding
moves the discourse beyond anecdotal claims to provide empirical evidence that addressing
the psychosocial needs of learners is a primary driver of educational re-engagement. This
aligns with a growing body of international literature advocating for the integration of social
and emotional learning (SEL) into academic recovery plans. The World Bank (2021) and
UNESCO (2023) have both argued that in the aftermath of a crisis, learners' psychological
well-being is a prerequisite for academic learning, not a consequence of it. This study
provides strong, context-specific evidence from rural Kenya to support this global policy
position.

The qualitative findings, particularly the theme of the Lost Learner, provide a crucial
insight that aligns with Bandura's Social Learning Theory. The loss of learning habit can be
understood as a process where the reinforcement structures for academic behavior were
dismantled during school closures and replaced by new reinforcement patterns for non-
academic behaviors. The school, upon reopening, was in direct competition with these newly
established social and economic norms. This study demonstrates that social behavior
interventions, such as counseling and mentorship, functioned as a deliberate strategy to re-
establish the reinforcement structures for prosocial, academic behavior. They worked to make
school a socially and emotionally rewarding place again, thereby increasing the motivation
for learners to re-enrol and persist.

The theme of Gendered Social Pressures highlights the critical need for differentiated
interventions. The challenges faced by girls (early pregnancy and stigma) and boys (child
labor and substance abuse) were distinct and required tailored solutions. These finding
critiques any one-size-fits-all approach to psychosocial support and aligns with research by
Mwaura (2020) and Sibanda (2021), which underscores the deeply gendered impact of the
pandemic on education in Africa. It implies that effective social interventions must be
sensitive to the unique barriers faced by different groups of learners.

Finally, the theme of the School as a Psychosocial Haven is perhaps the most hopeful
and powerful finding. It reframes the role of the school in a post-crisis context, moving it
from being solely a center for academic instruction to being a crucial hub for community
healing and psychosocial support. The high value placed on guidance and counseling by both
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students and principals suggests that these services were not just a procedural add-on but a
lifeline for many learners. This underscores the need to build the capacity of schools to
deliver these essential services, not just in times of crisis, but as a permanent feature of a
resilient and humane education system.

6. Conclusion and Recommendations
This study concludes that social behavior interventions had a significant and positive
influence on the enrolment of learners in the public secondary schools of Gucha South Sub-
County following the COVID-19 pandemic. The prolonged school closures resulted in
adverse behavioral shifts, including indiscipline, peer pressure, and a loss of academic
motivation, which acted as formidable barriers to re-enrolment. Interventions such as
guidance and counseling, mentorship, and school-led outreach were not peripheral activities
but were central to rebuilding learner confidence, restoring a sense of belonging, and
countering the negative social norms that had taken root. The evidence strongly suggests that
in a post-crisis context, addressing the social and psychological well-being of learners is a
prerequisite for academic recovery and a primary driver of educational retention. The failure
to institutionalize such support systems risks leaving a significant cohort of vulnerable
learners permanently disengaged from the education system.
Based on the study's findings, the following recommendations are proposed:

1. For School Administrators:

(i) Institutionalize Comprehensive Psychosocial Support: It is recommended that
school leadership move guidance and counseling from an ad-hoc, reactive
service to a structured, proactive program. This includes allocating dedicated
time in the school timetable for life skills and SEL sessions, and ensuring
every student has access to a trained counselor.

(ii) Establish Formal Mentorship and Peer Support Programs: Principals should
create structured mentorship programs pairing teachers with at-risk students,
and peer-led support clubs where students can discuss social challenges in a
safe and supportive environment. This leverages the power of positive role
modeling, as suggested by Social Learning Theory.

2. For Policymakers (Ministry of Education, TSC):

(i) Develop a National Framework for Psychosocial Support in Schools: It is
recommended that the Ministry of Education develop and fund a national
policy on school-based psychosocial support, recognizing it as an essential
component of education, not just a crisis-response measure.

(i) Strengthen Teacher Training in Guidance and Counseling: The Teachers
Service Commission should ensure that all teachers, not just specialized
counselors, receive mandatory pre-service and in-service training on basic
psychosocial first aid, identifying at-risk students, and creating emotionally
supportive classrooms.

3. For Future Research:

(i) A longitudinal study is needed to track the long-term academic and life
outcomes of students who received intensive psychosocial support compared
to those who did not.

(i) A comparative study examining the effectiveness of different social
intervention models (e.g., peer counseling vs. teacher mentorship) would
provide valuable evidence for optimizing resource allocation.
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