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Educational quality will significantly improve and educational inequality will significantly 
decrease if every school has water, electricity, security, transport, adequate nutrition and 
sanitation, sufficient textbooks, libraries, laboratories, sex education and condom distribution, 
zero tolerance for corporal punishment, functioning school governing bodies, strong student 
organisation, accountable school leadership, and is supported by responsive and effective 
provincial and district educational management structures. These are some of the things Equal 
Education has campaigned for. But this will not be enough. Young people will still need the 
best possible teaching. Apartheid ensured that black youth were denied this, a legacy proving 
stubbornly persistent.

This book is part of a discussion within Equal Education, South Africa’s education rights social 
movement, about taking its campaigning “into the classroom”. The site of learning, that magical 
and precious space where the student and teacher engage in the presence of content, is a place 
that too often deepens inequalities of class, race, and language. EE feels a duty to attempt to 
intervene constructively in this area, the heart of education. 

But how to do so is an immensely complicated and problematic question. Success in struggles 
for human rights and equality – even in a constitutional state like South Africa – is unusual and 
difficult: it will be all the more so in regard to teaching and learning. The tools of a collective mass 
movement do not lend themselves in obvious ways to tackling deficiencies in the learning process 
itself. Learning is, to a significant extent, an individual journey. 

Nevertheless, we are exploring the possibilities. This book collects the thoughts of people who 
have worked, or collaborated with EE, in this area. It is intended as a resource for building 
knowledge and strengthening debate. 

Since its founding in 2008 Equal Education has conducted research, advocated for policy 
positions, and stoked a debate about educational inequality, which is now a major feature of 
South African public life. During this time EE’s primary work has been to use community 
organising, youth leadership training, innovative media, and mass mobilisation to build 
‘educational literacy’ in terms of which thousands of mostly poor and black young people voice 
their own experiences and articulate a robust critique of educational injustice.

As is required in movement-building – particularly in a democratically controlled membership 
organisation like EE – campaigning issues have been chosen that speak to the daily lived reality 
of millions of young people. Tangible, visible problems have risen to the top. 

School infrastructure has therefore been one of EE’s primary concerns, from broken windows 
to school libraries, to the protracted and ultimately successful ‘Fix Our Schools’ campaign, 
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which secured legally binding minimum norms and standards for school infrastructure - a set of 
regulations which will not be fully implemented without EE’s organising at a community level.

We are fully aware that the realisation of EE’s goal of an equal and quality education for all is 
dependent not only on a just distribution of material resources but on human resources as well. 
It is often stated that educators in this country fall short of their duty. EE takes an empathetic 
view of the enormous challenges faced by teachers in over-crowded, under-resourced township 
and rural schools. We have often acted in solidarity with the collective struggles of teachers, and 
will continue to do so. Nevertheless, research evidence is unequivocal: the quality of teaching is 
simply inadequate. 

Throughout the past seven years the organisation has tackled instances of school 
mismanagement, teacher absence, inadequate teaching resources, unprofessional conduct, and 
similar concerns. EE now hopes to engage in a more systematic way with questions underlying 
the deficits in teaching and learning. 

Since March 2014 we have undertaken preliminary research into the teaching profession. 
We began by trying to assemble the key statistics and facts as a starting point for a process of 
strategizing for a future campaign oriented around teaching and learning. Our research has faced 
many challenges, in the main a glaring lack of available statistics. Nevertheless we have prepared 
an overview of our findings, included in this book. 

We also hosted a roundtable discussion to which we invited academics, members of civil society 
and representatives of teachers’ unions. The roundtable discussed ways EE could make a 
purposive contribution to the improvement of teaching standards in the public education system.

This collaboration between academia, Equal Education and the Equal Education Law Centre, 
was held on 19 September 2014 at the Community Development Resource Association (CDRA) 
in Woodstock, Cape Town. It lasted the day, with eight presentations of 15 minutes each, given 
by educationists, economists and activists. We asked each presenter to address the following two 
questions: Which aspects of the teaching profession are in most urgent need of attention? How 
might EE as a social movement play a positive role? 

We hope to repeat this rare and promising collaboration. There are many other scholars and 
activists, with equally valuable research-findings and insights, with whom we intend to engage. 

This book has two parts. The first section holds several research papers commissioned by EE, 
starting in 2010, concerning the teaching profession in South Africa. These papers show that 
despite a primary focus on advocacy around infrastructure, EE has had an eye on the teaching 
profession from its very beginning. They also reveal to us the need for sustained collaboration 
with academia and unions in thinking about how to address the many issues which prevent equal 
and quality teaching in this country. 

The second section contains the presentations from the roundtable held at the CDRA. They 
hold a huge amount of knowledge and point us to some of the major issues around teaching and 
learning, and serve as a base for future thinking and campaigning. From this modest beginning 
we hope that something significant will grow. 

Introduction
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‘EDUCATION AS AN 
ELIXIR FOR FREEDOM’

Doron Isaacs
Deputy General Secretary of Equal Education

Speech given to NAPTOSA Conference (National and 
Professional Teachers Organisation of South Africa), 
22 August 2014, Durban

Good morning National Office Bearers, distinguished guests, principals and teachers. Thank you 
Anthony Pierce for inviting me, and good morning to you all. 

I was told that I must “inform educators about their role and the consequences of not living up to 
their calling”. That is a very stern topic! I will try to do it justice. 

1. An Elementary School Classroom in a Slum
In 1954 Stephen Spender wrote a poem called ‘An Elementary School Classroom in a Slum’. 

The children of the poem come from harsh circumstances. 

The tall girl with her weighed-down head. The paper- 
seeming boy, with rat’s eyes. The stunted, unlucky heir 
Of twisted bones, reciting a father’s gnarled disease, 
His lesson from his desk. At back of the dim class 
One unnoted, sweet and young. His eyes live in a dream…

The poem speaks of the potential of education: An “Open-handed map. Awarding the world its 
world.”

But for those without good teachers, their future, writes Spender, is “painted with a fog, A narrow 
street sealed in with a lead sky…”

But the poem ends hopefully. There can be liberation for these children who “wear skins peeped 
through by bones.” “[L]et their tongues… Run naked into books…,” the poet pleads!

Taking Equal Education into the Classroom
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2. Children in South Africa today
There are 13 043 000 children in school.1

According to a 2009 Department of Basic Education report, more than two million pupils – 
representing 18% of all pupils – had lost one or both parents.

According to the same report, 10 600 pupils died in 2008. Most were in KwaZulu-Natal (3 110), 
followed by the Eastern Cape (2 026).

The main causes were disease, accidents, violence, murder and suicide. The highest incidence of 
suicide was in KwaZulu-Natal.

According to the department, 49 599 girls fell pregnant in 2008. 

18% of children between the age of 1 and 9 are stunted due to chronic malnutrition.2

According to the National Household Travel Survey 2013 conducted by Statistics South Africa, of 
the 13 million school children 8.7 million are “walking all the way” to school each day. That is 69% 
of all learners. 

Despite the end of Apartheid, class inequality has grown, and South Africa is regarded as the 
most unequal country in the world. 

The tragedy of our education system is that it is reproducing these inequalities.

3. Our Unequal Schools 
The Equal Education head office is in Khayelitsha. In 2010 there were 3 228 matrics in 
Khayelitsha’s 19 high schools. They achieved just 44 ‘A’ symbols between them, in all subjects. 30 
km away, at Westerford, a top school in Rondebosch, there were 165 matrics. Between them these 
students achieved 403 ‘A’ symbols in their various subjects. 

This is a snapshot. Things have improved slightly since then. But I mention this matric class 
because I knew many of them well, at a time when I spent many afternoons facilitating the after-
school youth group meetings that EE continues to run to this day. I had no doubt that they were 
every bit as bright as the students at Westerford. But from the moment they entered school – and 
even before that – they were falling behind. How immense are the odds stacked against these 
young people?

We had read in the 2006 PIRLS report – in which South Africa performed worst of 40 countries – 
that 89% of students in the other 39 countries had access to school libraries compared to just 7% 

1 National Household Travel Survey 2013 conducted by Statistics South Africa. (Of these, 3.6 million live in the main 
metros, 3.1 million live in other urban areas and 6 million live in rural areas.)

2 Labadarios D (ed).2007. The National Food Consumption Survey – Fortification Baseline (NFCS-FB): The knowledge, 
attitude, behaviour and procurement regarding fortified foods, a measure of hunger and the anthropometric and 
selected micronutrient status of children aged 1 – 9 years and women of child bearing age: South Africa, 2005. Pretoria: 
Directorate: Nutrition, Department of Health.
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of South African students. In the other 39 countries, on average, half of the children were taking 
library books home on a daily basis and half made use of a central school library at least once a 
week.3 We began a campaign for school libraries, and began to open libraries ourselves. To date 
our Bookery project has opened over 30 school libraries.  As the 2013 NEEDU report made clear, 
education starts with reading. And reading starts with books. 

Numeracy is just as crucial. We saw that whilst 60% of grade 6 learners in the formerly ‘white’ 
Cape Education Department schools were numerate at grade 6 level, only 2,1% in the formerly 
‘black’ DET schools were. 

Amidst all of this, where is the light? 

4. The Light
The motto of the school I attended here in Durban, Carmel College (which no longer exists) was 
“Torah Or”, which the school translated as “Knowledge is Light”. 

The first light is in young people themselves. Amidst the gloom, a vibrant, articulate mass 
movement of youth has arisen. Fundamentally, the young members of Equal Education, and their 
parents, still believe in the power of education to change lives, and to transform communities.4

In the past six years EE has, amongst other things, compelled government to fix schools, provide 
toilets, supply textbooks, appoint teachers, remove a negligent school principal, and pass a new 
law – the minimum norms and standards for school infrastructure – which has set binding 
timelines by which every school in SA must be provided with water, electricity, toilets, adequate 
classrooms, libraries, computer facilities and even sports fields. 

The other light is in you, the teachers. Yes, there are very serious problems of a lack of subject-
content knowledge.5 There are challenges of absenteeism, of abuse of learners, of corruption in 
the appointment of principals, of resistance to proper evaluation, and there are times when a 
union puts its own interests ahead of learners and education in general. 

But we know from interacting with brilliant young people, members of EE, that some of them 
have wonderful teachers, despite the tough conditions.  And because we know, from our 
members, how hard it is to learn in a township or rural school, we also know how hard it is to 
teach in these schools. We know that teachers have over-crowded classrooms, and experience 

3 Mullis, I. V. S., et al. 2007. PIRLS 2006 International Report: IEA’s Progress in International Reading Literacy Study in 
Primary School in 40 Countries. Chestnut Hill: MA, p 328.

4  For a glimpse of EE’s work, check out: 
- Photos: http://bit.ly/gQ3LJw and http://bit.ly/hMiGV2          

 - Video: http://bit.ly/hLJFSg and http://bit.ly/hF1olH 
 - Press: http://www.nytimes.com/2009/09/25/world/africa/25safrica.html?_r=2&hpw and 
 http://bit.ly/ggKdUu
 http://www.sowetanlive.co.za/news/2011/03/22/cry-for-better-education 
 http://www.iol.co.za/news/south-africa/western-cape/pupils-voice-their-demands-1.1045011\ 

5 Nic Spaull and Hamsa Venkat ‘We need more than a stab in the dark’ 8 August 2014. M&G. http://mg.co.za/article/2014-
08-08-we-need-more-than-a-stab-in-the-dark. 

http://bit.ly/gQ3LJw
http://bit.ly/hMiGV2
http://bit.ly/hLJFSg
http://bit.ly/hF1olH
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/09/25/world/africa/25safrica.html?_r=2&hpw
http://bit.ly/ggKdUu
http://www.sowetanlive.co.za/news/2011/03/22/cry-for-better-education
http://www.iol.co.za/news/south-africa/western-cape/pupils-voice-their-demands-1.1045011\
http://mg.co.za/article/2014-08-08-we-need-more-than-a-stab-in-the-dark
http://mg.co.za/article/2014-08-08-we-need-more-than-a-stab-in-the-dark
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great stress. We know that a teacher’s salary often supports an extended family. And we 
understand that it is difficult to achieve job satisfaction, and to remain motivated, when all of 
society’s social challenges are felt in the classroom. There is no way forward in education without 
the teachers. Some betray their professional duties, but most derive great pleasure from seeing 
children learn. Those EE members who are about to graduate from university are the proof of that. 
So I am here today to thank you and to tell you two stories about how teachers can change lives. 

5. Two Stories about the power of teachers
These are stories about two great South Africans: Oliver Tambo and George Bizos. 

OR Tambo6

Oliver Tambo’s life and education show the tensions between modern education and traditional 
life. Tambo’s boyhood name was Kaizana, after the German Kaizer who was at that time battling 
England, the colonial enemy, in WWI. 

Where does the name ‘Oliver Tambo’ come from? Tambo’s Biographer, Luli Callinicos tells the 
story.

On his first day of school, Kaizana discovered something that was as important as the reading, 
writing and arithmetic his father hoped the teacher would instill in the young boy. He learnt that 
schooling also required him to manage another identity: 

‘The teacher approached me and asked me for my name. I gave him my name and he said, “No, 
you are giving me your home name. I want your school name.” I told him I did not know my school 
name. “Well then,” he said, “you also have a second name, which should be the name of one of your 
ancestors who has died. So tomorrow you bring your name and surname.” ’

‘Returning home, I told my parents that the teacher did not want my name… The following 
morning, my father told me that my school name would be Oliver and the second name, Tambo…’

At first, Tambo was a reluctant schoolboy:

‘I did not like going to school, firstly because it was far, and I didn’t enjoy it. My father was aware 
of this and he sometimes lent me his horse to go to school just to encourage me. But of course, if 
I was going on horseback it was great fun; but when I didn’t have the horse, I would find excuses 
not to go. I would play sick, and I found the weather a great ally of mine. If it was raining then my 
parents would say, “No, don’t go to school.” ’

Apart from his preference for horse riding, other, more serious factors made Tambo reticent 
about attending his rural mission school:

‘My father now had to look after cattle as if he were a herd boy,’ recalled Tambo. ‘[His friends] 
thought he was silly and stupid… – and he was just about the only one who did that… My father 
was determined that we should go to school.’

6  The Tambo extracts come from Beyond the Engeli Mountains, the biography by Luli Callinicos.

Education As An Elixir For Freedom
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Would Tambo have become who he became without such a visionary and self-sacrificing father? 

And there was another factor that threatened Tambo’s education. His family was poor, not well-
connected, and couldn’t afford the school fees:  

‘[We] were increasingly giving in to despair and sadness; but ... after several painful anxious 
days, he brought the great news that we were to be admitted to the school and would stay at St 
John’s Kraal as boarders… We came to know that the relief … was provided by two women, Joyce 
and Ruth Goddard, who lived in England.’

But, in fact, this was not enough. Again Tambo’s education was threatened by poverty:

‘The Goddard sisters could not, in fact, afford the full amount needed for the boys’ education, so 
Oliver’s … oldest brother, Willy, who was working in the coal mines in Natal, undertook to provide 
£6 a year, to match the £6 donated by the English sisters.’ 

Tambo completed the majority of his high school years in Johannesburg, a dramatically different 
world from the Pondoland hills in which he had grown up. The standard of education was also 
higher, as he himself observed:

‘It was becoming clear that, from being at the top at Holy Cross, we were at the bottom at St Peter’s.’

Having navigated these challenges Tambo began to enjoy school and thrive. In November 1936, it 
came time for Tambo to write his Junior Certificate school leaving examinations along with other 
black and white students throughout the Transvaal, who all sat for the same examination:  

‘The results showed that Joe Mokoena and I had made history. For the first time in the history of 
education in South Africa, two African students had passed the JC with a First Class degree…’

A fellow student explained the reaction of the country:

‘We were then writing the same examinations as any white school…. They excited the whole of 
South Africa that for the first time two black students can get First Class, First Division and 
come out with distinctions; the examiners in Pretoria were very surprised. They had to come and 
inspect the school, because they couldn’t understand how black people could acquire such high 
standards. [The examiners wanted to know] where they were sitting, because they suspected that 
they may have been copying. [But] they had been sitting far from each other when they wrote the 
exams.’

In that same year, only one white boy in the whole of the Transvaal managed to equal Tambo. 

Tambo’s story is partly a triumph over adversity produced by his own talent. But his father 
gave him the opportunity, the Goddard sisters and his brother, Willy, provided the funds, and 
his teachers enabled him to be brilliant. There were undoubtedly many other brilliant young 
mathematicians in those Pondoland hills whose lives never unfolded in the unlikely and 
spectacular way that Tambo’s did.

George Bizos7

George Bizos is one of the most celebrated lawyers in South Africa. He was part of the team 
that saved Mandela, Sisulu, Kathrada and others from the death penalty at the Rivonia Trial. 

7  The Bizos extracts come from his autobiography Odyssey to Freedom. 
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Throughout his life he has defended poor people.

Bizos grew up in a small rural village in Greece. He began school a year before Tambo wrote the 
JC examinations:

‘My primary school was not unlike those the children of Soweto attended during the apartheid 
years. In the 1930s there were no fewer than a hundred and forty of us of different ages in one 
room with a single teacher. A blackboard, an abacus and a slate were the main teaching aids. A 
tattered reading book was passed from one year to the next, while a new exercise book, a pencil 
and an eraser were all we had.’

But Bizos was also very lucky. His father was mayor of the little village. Therefore the teacher 
stayed in their house. This meant he got a lot of extra instruction and attention. 

As Bizos recalls:

‘She managed the school with ease and grace. We were not afraid of her. Before we arrived at 
school she wrote exercises on the blackboard for the older ones to do on their slates or in their 
books, then she read lessons to us, the younger ones.’

During these years fascism rose in Europe and then WWII broke out in 1939. One day it was 
reported to Bizos’ father that a shepherd had seen a group of hungry, frightened men hiding in 
the hills. In fact, these were New Zealand soldiers who had been fighting to protect Greece from 
Germany and Italy. Young Bizos and his father set out to find them, carrying food. After finding 
them Bizos’ father used most of the family’s saving to buy a boat to help the New Zealanders 
sail to Crete, which was still under Allied control. This heroic journey successfully rescued the 
soldiers, with George and his father on board. 

The two were told they could not return to Greece until after the war and so elected to go to 
South Africa. In Johannesburg, George and his father achieved some fame when a Sunday Times 
journalist discovered their heroism and published the story with a picture. 

At that time the likelihood was that George would never finish school. He worked all day in a 
small shop. But as he tells us, ‘chance would have it otherwise’: 

‘One day, while serving a customer, I noticed a young woman in the middle of the shop staring 
at me... When I served her, she turned her head sideways, smiled and asked, ‘Are you not the 
boy whose photo appeared in the newspaper? With your father? The ones that escaped from the 
Germans?’ I said I was. With an even broader smile she reached across the counter to shake my 
hand. ‘What school do you go to?’ I told her that I didn’t go to school…

She introduced herself as Cecilia Feinstein, a teacher… Then she said she would come back in a 
day or two, by which time she hoped all would have agreed that she could take me to her school the 
following Monday.’ 

George joined Miss Feinstein’s class, and after a while, he flourished.

Many years later, in 1996, the University of Natal in Durban conferred an honorary doctorate 
of law on George Bizos. He was asked which special guest he wanted to invite to the ceremony. 
Cecilia Feinstein was top of the list. Finally, after more than fifty years, he was able to make a 
public acknowledgment of her role in his life.

Education As An Elixir For Freedom
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As he says in his autobiography, Odyssey to Freedom, ‘I often wonder what I might have made of 
my life if she had not insisted that, refugee or not, I was entitled to the right to learn.’

OR Tambo and George Bizos are two South African heroes. But they were also both very lucky. 
People came into their lives at the right moments and helped them get a really good education. 

Today, as in the past, there are many young people as bright as Tambo and Bizos who never get 
that lucky break. Some of these are members of Equal Education. 

Schools and teachers exist to give everyone a chance to use their talents. When that happens 
humanity benefits, because we don’t lose out on the contributions of the many other potential 
Olivers and Georges. 

And that brings us back to the present. 

6. We Need to Work Together
Equal Education secured a major breakthrough for poor schools with the finalisation of 
binding school infrastructure standards, the first law that says what every school must have. 
Implementing that law will be a priority of ours in coming years. We are also now beginning to 
turn our attention to an even bigger challenge: the quality of teaching and learning in schools. 

As we embark on campaigns in that regard we will sometimes disagree with you, but most of 
the time we hope to make common cause. As we educate ourselves about what undermines the 
quality of teaching we are inviting you to help guide us. On Friday 19 September, for example, we 
are hosting a roundtable with top academics, and we would love representatives of NAPTOSA to 
join us. 

As long as we are all putting education first, you will have a strong ally in EE. 

7. Conclusion – Education as an ‘Elixir for Freedom’
Ten years before Stephen Spender wrote his poem the United States Supreme Court said that 
“Separate education facilities are inherently unequal” and ordered that schools be integrated 
“with all deliberate speed.” That process was terribly slow and there is still a very long way to go. 

But one young black girl who benefited from that Supreme Court ruling was Ruth Simmons. She 
was the great-great granddaughter of slaves, and the youngest of 12 children. But she got to go to 
attend a public school in Houston, Texas. Fifty years later she was appointed President of Brown 
University, the first woman president of Brown, and the first black president of an Ivy League 
University. Ruth Simmons has described education as like an ‘elixir for freedom’. 

That is the challenge for South Africa. Will poor quality education be a poverty trap, as recent 
research has suggested, or can it be an elixir for freedom?



15South Africa’s Teaching Profession: A Look At The Past, Present And Future

May 2010
Maria Lajewski

A Policy, Communications and Research Intern at Equal Education in 2010

1. Introduction
This report focuses on South Africa’s teaching profession in the context of apartheid and post-
apartheid educational restructuring.  Since 1994, the African National Congress (ANC) has 
been challenged to overhaul a highly segregated, dysfunctional and costly education system by 
building a foundation of quality and equality in South African schools.  

While it was widely agreed that the transformation of the education system was critical in 
building a new South Africa, the policy and legislative enactments put forth did not carefully 
consider the on-the-ground realities in which the reforms would take place.  Consequently, the 
great majority of South African schools were poorly positioned to implement and benefit from 
the policies prescribed at the national level.

This report not only explores the educational policies prescribed, but also examines the 
unintended consequences they delivered for teachers working in South African schools.  One 
structural change, referred to as “teacher rationalisation,” intended to equalise teacher salaries 
and learner/teacher ratios across all schools.  However this policy also led to the early retirement 
of many skilled and experienced teachers who did not want to be involved in such a dramatic 
upheaval of the entire school system.  

The implementation of a progressive curriculum, Outcomes Based Education (OBE), also 
ignored de facto realities in schools, such as poorly trained and under-qualified teachers, the 
lack of functioning libraries and computer labs, and poor literacy and numeracy rates among 
learners.  Thus, while a radical restructuring of the education system was needed after the end of 
apartheid, the policies implemented were divorced from the pedagogic reality of most schools.  

This report stresses the importance of understanding the classroom realities of teachers in the 
context of South Africa, instead of relying heavily on international models of education reform.  
A dialogue needs to be created between educational stakeholders on the ground and government 

SOUTH AFRICA’S TEACHING 
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officials at the policy level to create reforms that positively impact the training, support and 
professional development of both novice and experienced teachers, and especially those working 
in poor quality schools. 

In 2008, Neville Alexander stated, “Every South African citizen who knows that the future of 
this country ultimately depends on the health of the education system has come to realise that at 
this moment we have no future.”8 In order to regain sight of future in which quality education is 
accessible to all, Alexander emphasizes the importance of teachers, “since everything depends on 
their dedication and effectiveness.”9

Despite the importance of this profession and the numerous policy changes enacted under the 
ANC, the quality of teacher education and professional development remains poor. Therefore, 
the focus of this research study is to (1) understand why significant changes in teacher training 
and development were made at the start of the post-apartheid era, (2) explore the consequences 
of those changes, particularly the incorporation of teacher training colleges into higher education 
institutions, and (3) to examine the current supply and demand crisis for teachers.  

The purpose of this study is to aid and inform the work of Equal Education (EE), as it strives to 
improve the physical conditions under which teachers teach, the availability of materials that 
support learning and teaching, the commitment and passion of teachers, and the ability of the 
public education system to efficiently administer and support schools.  Thus, Equal Education 
has a strong commitment to improving the lives and working conditions of all teachers in South 
Africa.

The report proceeds as follows: Section 2 explores the teaching profession in a historical context; 
Section 3 discusses the policy changes affecting the profession and analyses the unintended 
consequences that resulted; Section 4 looks at the role of teacher unions amidst the reform 
process; Section 5 highlights the current reality of the profession; and, Section 6 concludes with 
recommendations for improving the quality of the teaching profession in the future.  

2. Historical Context of the Teaching Profession
In order to contextualise South Africa’s continuous struggle for an improved education system, it 
is necessary to recognize the severe educational inequities delivered by the National Party and its 
apartheid regime over time. 

Early History
As early as the nineteenth century, education was used as a means to control South Africa’s black 
and coloured populations by British colonial rulers.  Sir George Grey, Governor of the Cape, 
addressed Parliament in 1855 stating:

8  “South Africa: Education Crisis – Call in the People”. Pambazuka News.8 Dec. 2008.

9  Ibid.
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If we leave the natives beyond our border ignorant barbarians, they will remain a race of 
troublesome marauders.  We should try to make them a part of ourselves, with a common faith 
and common interests, useful servants, consumers of our goods, contributers to our revenue.  
Therefore I propose that we make unremitting efforts to raise the natives in Christianity and 
civilization, by establishing among them missions connected with industrial schools.10

During this time, education was based on European-type curricula and imposed a Christian 
moral code on indigenous pupils. 

Later the state attempted to maintain total control by segregating education according to four 
racial categories – White, Indian, Coloured, and Native.11  The purpose of schooling for non-
whites was “to train them for their white-determined subordinate position in the labour market 
– particularly in the mines.”12  Also, unlike for whites, schooling for blacks was neither free, nor 
compulsory.  In 1936, only 16 percent were enrolled in formal schooling, and very few reached 
high school.13  

The gross inequities of education extended to the training of teachers as well. While teacher 
training for black prospective teachers often took place in the same school where they received 
their secondary education, white teachers were trained in post-matriculation colleges and 
universities.14  Thus, teachers emerged at drastically different levels of education and training, 
which played a strong role in the inequality of education among learners according to Race.

The Early Apartheid Era (1948 to 1970)
During the first few years of apartheid, South Africa’s segregated education system was legalised 
by the passing of the Bantu Education Act of 1953.  The National Party used Bantu education to 
reinforce racial segregation and the ideology that education should prepare non-whites for their 
subservient role in society.  The government also dismantled the mission school system and 
restructured teacher education.15

Starting in 1954, teacher education could only take place in centres controlled by the Department 
of Education, meaning the employment qualifications of teachers trained elsewhere were no 
longer recognized.  According to Adler & Reed, “the removal of African teacher education from 
the control of any other agency than the state meant that the state could enforce its ideology 
of African subservience.” 16 Thus, by legislating Bantu education and stricter control over the 
training of teachers, the National Party sought to systematically entrench its racial ideology. 

10  Christie, 1992: 37.

11  This report adopts the practice of Statistics South Africa. It uses white for those of European ancestry, African for those 
of African descent, coloured for those of mixed ancestry but often associated with “Malay” ancestry, and Indian for those 
whose ancestry is in South Asia.  Black in the common parlance of the anti-apartheid movement generally refers to all 
but whites.  

12  Adler & Reed, 2002: 19.  

13  Cross & Chisholm, 1990: 51.

14  Cross & Chisholm, 1990: 52.  

15  Adler & Reed, 2002: 20.

16  Adler & Reed, 2002: 20.
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Under the restructuring of teacher education, all primary school teachers received training 
at colleges of education, although the colleges remained racially segregated.  Also, colleges of 
education became a provincial responsibility, while secondary teacher education became a 
national obligation carried out by universities and technikons.17  

Teachers were also instructed according to the ideology of the state, and the qualifications of a 
black teacher were of a much poorer standard than that received by his or her white counterpart.  
For example, a normal period of study for white teachers was a four year qualification plus 
matriculation; for Africans it was only three years plus matriculation.  In fact, many African 
teachers were hired before qualifications had been met.18 The lack of qualification standards and 
accountability meant African learners were receiving a much lower quality of education due to 
poorly trained and inexperienced teachers.

The Later Apartheid Era (1970s and 1980s)
While the apartheid government increased access to schooling for black learners, it did so 
primarily for social control purposes.  The quality of education available to black learners 
remained vastly inferior to that of their white counterparts.  Also, as black learners entered the 
classroom, the supply of teachers remained roughly constant.19  The size of classrooms ranged 
widely from 20 to 80 learners per teacher, due to the arbitrary and poor allocation of resources to 
black schools.20  

The implementation of teaching bursaries

To appease the frustration of black learners, who had little opportunity to gain further education 
beyond secondary school, the apartheid government established teaching bursaries for learners 
who did not receive matriculation exemption. These bursaries not only provided a path to higher 
education, but also satisfied the government’s agenda of increasing the supply of teachers.  The 
outcome was an initial success for the government.  The pool of teachers increased significantly 
as many learners took advantage of the government’s teaching bursaries. However, the bursaries 
mainly attracted learners from low socio-economic backgrounds who were more interested in 
escaping poverty than entering the teaching profession.21 The six teachers I interviewed who 
were trained during apartheid acknowledged that the teaching bursary was a strong incentive to 
enter the teaching profession.  

Restructuring teacher education colleges

During apartheid, the state allowed homeland leaders to control teacher education colleges 
within their own area.  Previously, the colleges were governed by the Department of Bantu 
Education.  According to Lewin, Samuel and Sayed, the homelands saw the building of colleges of 
education as “a source of status and patronage.”22 By 1994 there were 120 colleges of education, 

17  Adler & Reed, 2002: 20.  

18  Adler & Reed, 2002: 23.

19  Adler & Reed, 2002: 23.

20  Case & Deaton, 1999. 

21  Adler & Reed, 2002: 20-5.

22  Lewin et al, 2003: 20. 
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mostly found in homeland areas.  However, while homeland leaders were allowed to exercise 
some autonomy, they were severely constrained by a lack of resources and capacity.  The central 
government maintained strict control over schools in the homelands by overseeing their 
operations, access to funding, and curriculum.

Moreover, Adler and Reed note that per-capita spending on black education was merely one-
tenth of spending on white education.  Thus, black schools had inferior facilities, teachers, 
and resources.  Also, the state of primary education during this period continued to decline, as 
homeland leaders were investing money into the building of teacher colleges instead.  According 
to Adler & Reed, four colleges of education were built in the homeland of Lebowa in the year 1990 
alone.23 The government succeeded in maintaining a highly unequal education system, while 
appearing to give more autonomy to homeland leaders.

Teacher qualification standards

During apartheid, the state offered salary incentives to teachers who underwent training to 
upgrade their qualifications.  Consequently, “the proportion of ‘superqualified’ black teachers 
increased from below 10% in the 1963-83 period to approximately 50% in 1993.”24  However, the 
further qualifications black teachers received were still inferior to those of white teachers and 
reflected the state’s racial ideology. The outcome of this incentive structure did not guarantee 
more qualified teachers who could teach at a minimum watermark of quality.  

By 1994, one third of the teaching force, 129 614 teachers, was engaged in distance upgrading 
programmes.25 Of this number, 63 015 were involved in upgrading to qualified teacher status 
and 32 878 were furthering their qualifications in other areas.26 This suggests that not only 
were a significant number of in-service teachers not qualified, but that the pay incentive also 
led qualified teachers to leave their classrooms.27  As a result, “black matric pass rates (as one 
indicator of output from the black schooling system) continued declining despite rising teacher 
qualifications in the black schooling system.” In addition, since provincial budgets were spent 
mainly on teacher salaries, there was little money left to spend on school infrastructure and 
other resources.28  An obvious disconnect emerged between the intent and outcome of teacher 
upgrading programmes.

Although the National Party enacted policies to increase the supply of teachers, the number of 
colleges of education, and opportunities for further teacher training and advancement, these 
improvements were merely a façade to retain the social and political logic of Apartheid.29 The 
newly elected government in 1994 was faced with the challenge of overhauling a highly complex, 
costly and dysfunctional education system.  

23  Adler and Reed, 2002: 21.

24  Adler and Reed, 2002: 21.

25  Supra 23.

26  SAIDE, 1995.

27  Fedderke et al, 1993: 21.

28  Hofmeyr & Hall, 1996.  

29  Adler & Reed, 2002: 23.
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3. Domestic Policy: Transforming the Teaching Profession
In 1994 the ANC commissioned a National Teacher Education Audit to evaluate teacher 
education institutions and programmes.  The Audit revealed a highly segregated and inefficient 
system that was mainly constituted by teacher education colleges.30 Table 1 shows that over two-
thirds of colleges were located in rural areas.  As previously discussed, rural homelands viewed 
the building of teacher colleges as a sign of status. 

The Audit also revealed a complex education system with a number of stakeholders including, 
the national Department of Education (DoE), Provincial Education Departments (PED), racially 
classified education departments, homeland leaders, distance, contact, in-service and pre-
service education providers, and a large number of NGOs.  Table 2 provides a clear overview 
of the number of teacher education providers in 1994.  The Audit outlined the educational 
challenges facing the newly elected ANC, including the need to clarify the status, control and role 
of the colleges, increase their cost-effectiveness, and improve the quality and relevance of the 
teacher education they offer through staff development, curriculum reform and quality assurance 
mechanisms.31 

30  Kruss, 2008: 20.

31  Jaffe et al, 1996: 112.

  Table 1. Provincial distribution of colleges of education, 1994

Province
Number of contact 
colleges

Number of rural 
colleges

Number of urban 
colleges

Eastern Cape 21 19 2

Free State 8 7 1

Gauteng 10 0 10

KwaZulu-Natal 14 9 5

Mpumalanga 4 4 0

North West 7 6 1

Northern Province 20 20 0

Northern Cape 2 0 2

Western Cape 7 1 6

Total 93 66 27

Source: Kruss (2008: 21)
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Table 2. Provision of teacher education, 1994
Providers Number of institutions Total enrolment

State colleges (contact) 93 70, 731

State colleges (distance) 8 44, 117

Private colleges (contact) 5 11, 000

Private colleges (distance) 3 24, 532

Universities (distance) 3 60, 038

Universities (contact) 20 28, 954

Technikons (contact) 5 1, 846

Technikons (distance) 1 164

NGOs 99 115, 882

NGOs (distance) 3 763

Dept. INSET 41 122, 290

Source: (Kruss 2008: 1)

Policy Change 1: Restructuring the Teacher Education Landscape
Following the recommendation of the National Commission on Higher Education (1996), teacher 
training colleges were incorporated into universities.  The rationale behind the dismantling of 
colleges rested on the empirical evidence: these institutions were underproductive, financially 
inefficient and unable to produce the kind of teacher needed in the new education system.  
Therefore, the Constitution and the Higher Education Act 101 in 1997 provided the legal 
framework “for the incorporation of all teacher education colleges into the higher education 
system.”32

Although this structural change shifted the training of primary teachers from a provincial to a 
national responsibility, the amalgamation and incorporation of colleges remained a provincial 
duty.  It was up to each province to decide whether to merge their colleges into autonomous 
institutions or to incorporate them within a university or technikon.  As a result, “some colleges 
were identified as sites for alternative provision, some were merged and some were incorporated 
into larger colleges.”33  The number of colleges declined from 120 in 1994 to 50 by 2000.  The 
number of enrolled students consequently dropped from 71 000 to 15 000.  By the end of 2000, 
the number of teacher colleges was further reduced to 25 institutions with 10 000 students.34

During this period of structural change, many rural and historically black colleges were 
closed. Kruss argues that the geographical relocation of colleges proved to be less favorable to 
rurally based students.35 Adler and Reed also state that the relocation of colleges into “rather 
intimidating and expensive higher education and training institutions” created barriers to access 

32 Kruss, 2008: 24.

33 Kruss, 2008: 28.

34 Jansen, 2004: 8.

35 Kruss, 2008: 25.
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for prospective teachers.36 Therefore, the drastic structural changes resulted in the “decline 
of student teacher enrolments, the loss of teacher educator staff and the lowering of morale in 
institutions offering teacher education.”37 

The Challenge of ‘Receiving’ Universities

In response to the incorporation of colleges, South African ‘receiving’38 universities began to 
restructure internally.  After a four year period of policy uncertainty, the National Plan for Higher 
Education (2001) drafted an implementation framework.  However, this framework delegated 
responsibility for teacher education to the universities, “reflecting a ‘hands off ’ attitude on the 
part of the DoE” and enabled universities to undermine the specific expertise brought in by 
college staff.39  Thus, negotiations between PEDs, incorporating colleges and receiving Higher 
Education Institutions (HEI) were slow processes.  As Samuel states, “[t]he sheer challenge of 
management, co-ordination and communication between the various stakeholders proved a 
major constraint.”40

Two key concerns of higher education institutions were related to the need for funding and the 
need for additional university staff to accommodate pipeline students.41 In 2001, a new higher 
education funding framework was drafted, but placed teacher education in the lowest subsidy 
category.  As Kruss states, “this would not provide sufficient incentive for higher education to 
prioritise teacher education in their plans, nor to develop quality programmes, particularly 
in terms of school-based professional development activities, which are time-consuming and 
expensive.”42 It seems Samuel was correct when he argued that “cost-effectiveness and tighter 
financial control over the system, rather than issues of curriculum or pedagogy” were the key 
factors driving the rationalization process behind the dismantling of teacher education colleges.43  

To lessen financial burdens, some universities sought external funding by developing private-
public partnerships and by continuing professional development programmes through distance 
learning.  However, these programmes offered to in-service educators provided “poorly written 
guides, outdated content, and little or no support and assessment.”44 In addition, receiving HEI’s 
were also required to develop a new four-year Bachelors of Education qualification and to adjust 
their curricula according to the requirements of the Norms and Standards for Educators.  There 
was a severe lack of attention to curriculum and quality issues as well as insufficient funding 
schemes and support by the government.45 These factors combined with the rapid incorporation 
of specialized teacher education colleges into multi-focus institutions of higher education 

36  Adler & Reed, 2002: 26.

37  Adler & Reed, 2002: 25.

38  A receiving university was one that enrolled students from the newly dismantled teacher colleges.

39  Kruss, 2008: 28.

40  Samuel, 2001: 5.

41  Pipeline students refer to college students continuing as Higher Education students to complete their diploma courses.

42  Kruss, 2008: 26.

43  Samuel 2001.

44  Welch & Gultig, 2002: 7.

45  Adler & Reed, 2002: 27.
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represent the diminishing of the status and significance of the teaching profession in   
South Africa.  

The Role of the State and Higher Education

Because the National Plan for Higher Education of 2001 did not lead to a smooth structural 
transition, Kader Asmal, the Minister of Education at the time, commissioned a new task 
team “to make recommendations on the future higher education landscape.”46 By 2002, the 
commission led to a new institutional configuration based on mergers, so that by 2005 only 22 
providers of teacher education existed nationally. A directorate, created by the national DoE, 
managed the merger process and allocated specific funds to support institutions involved.  
Although increased involvement on the part of government was needed during this transition 
phase, Lange comments that “state driven mergers have enormous consequences for the 
processes and structures of governance inside higher education institutions.”47 While some 
critics support the intervention on behalf of the post-apartheid government to improve the 
education system, others believe increased autonomy should have been granted to stakeholders 
in the image of a more decentralized education system.48

Transforming Higher Education Institutions (HEIs)

First, HEIs faced “a new emphasis on throughput rates, retention, unit costs, external and 
internal quality assurance and accreditation.”49  These demands created a new dynamic between 
teaching and research, and forced university managers to become more aware of financial 
accountability.  The increased role of government and the DoE ensured changes in HEIs were 
implemented according to desired policy directions.  Starting in 2005, HEIs began yet another 
period of internal restructuring to deal more effectively with the new demands placed on them.  
At this time, curriculum restructuring was postponed until a national policy directive on teacher 
education qualifications and programmes was developed.50

Second, the Ministerial Committee on Teacher Education (MCTE) was set up in 2003 to 
“develop a national operational framework that could co-ordinate the wide range of stakeholders 
and would reflect policies more clearly as parts of a unified system of initial and continuing 
professional education of teachers.”51 Thus, the committee was set up to bring coherence to an 
extremely fragmented and complex education system recovering from its apartheid past.

Third, understanding that institutional capacity for quality teacher education is strongly affected 
by fiscal restraints, the MCTE made recommendations to address the “looming” teacher shortage 
and to increase the necessary funding.52 In 2007, the National Policy Framework for Teacher 
Education and Development in South Africa was launched, followed by an intense national 

46  Kruss, 2008: 31.

47  Lange 3.

48  Adler & Reed, 2002: 27-9.

49  Kruss, 2008: 32.

50  Kruss, 2008: 32.

51  Kruss, 2008: 32.

52  Kruss, 2008: 33.
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recruitment and marketing campaign to increase the enrolments of future educators.  To further 
increase enrolments, the Funza Lushaka bursary scheme dedicated to initial teacher education 
was also implemented.53

Despite measures to increase the enrolment of future educators, Kruss estimates that 
universities only have the capacity to produce 5,000 to 6,000 newly qualified teachers per 
year.  Universities are challenged to produce quality teachers that are able to deal with the 
demands of implementing a new education system, yet they neither have the resources nor the 
means to do so.54 On November 11, 2008, the Minister of Education, Naledi Pandor, answered 
parliamentary question 584 by stating, “the Department of Education is investigating the 
possibility of reopening teacher-training colleges as an option among others for expanding the 
provision of teacher education.” Another option involves the establishment of “dedicated units, 
colleges, or institutions in each province … to support provincial and local government integrated 
development plans.” The DoE is aware that the capacity of university faculties responsible for 
teacher training needs to be expanded and it remains to be seen which direction the Department 
will take.

Therefore, major structural adjustments in teacher education have been made since the end 
of apartheid.  The newly elected ANC sought immediate changes to the country’s deeply 
segregated education system.  However, the changes were so wide-ranging and sudden. They 
overwhelmed the institutions and individuals involved.  HEIs were unable to cope with the 
sudden incorporation of teacher education colleges and received little implementation support 
from the government.55 Thus, in the government’s haste for change in the post-apartheid era, 
it led poorly planned education initiatives that failed to increase the quality or equality of the 
education system.   

Policy Change 2: Teaching Qualifications
A major challenge for HEIs was how to best accommodate an influx of teachers who came from a 
multitude of diverse backgrounds.  Many prospective teachers entered the university setting “with 
a philosophy steeped in fundamental pedagogics, and with a life experience and knowledge base 
that had in some cases not been expanded beyond the borders of a particular homeland.”56  Thus, 
the challenge for teacher development programmes was to address these deep inequities, while 
transforming pre-service education training and providing in-service professional development. 

Equalizing Education Training

Instead of being trained according to one’s assigned race, all educators in the post-apartheid era 
were required to attain a Bachelor of Education (B.Ed). The B.Ed. was a four-year, 480 credit 
program that served as the main initial qualification for all teachers.57

The DoE set standards focusing on where prospective educators needed to be instead of realising 
the reality of where they were.  This frame of mind also influenced the curriculum reform 

53  Kruss, 2008: 33-6.

54  Kruss, 2008: 31.

55  Adler & Reed, 2008: 30-3.

56  Adler & Reed, 2008: 21.

57  Adler & Reed, 2002: 25-7.
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process, which will be discussed in the next section.  Thus, Adler and Reed state, “standards need 
to be set in ways that will facilitate quality learning for the majority of the target learners and 
contribute to the long-term, though incremental, building of the profession.”58  

Policy Change 3: Curriculum Reform
A plan for curriculum reform was launched in March 1997.  The plan was called Curriculum 
2005 (C2005) because it was to be implemented in all sectors of schooling by 2005.  This new 
curriculum was strongly guided by a new political vision. C2005 had three main characteristics.  
First, it was outcomes-based. C2005 even became synonymously known as outcomes-based 
education (OBE). Second, it was an integrated knowledge system. Instead of school ‘subjects’, 
eight ‘learning areas’ were introduced for grades one to nine. Third, C2005 promoted a learner-
centered pedagogy.  Therefore, the implementation of a new national curriculum meant 
significant changes for teacher education.59

OBE Training and Implementation
Due to the short time between the finalisation of the curriculum and its implementation, most 
educators were provided crash-course training to adapt to the new curriculum.  Because the 
capacity of teacher education providers was limited, the method of training adopted a ‘cascade 
model’ and relied on the assistance of a number of consultants and NGOs.  The cascade model 
was very inefficient since teachers trained at the top were not well equipped to replicate the 
training within their districts and schools.60

Teachers interviewed at Manenberg stated that they only received one week of OBE training 
before the curriculum was implemented at the school.  Similarly, teachers interviewed at WD 
Hendricks school stated that they are unable to attend teacher upgrade workshops because their 
heavy workload prevented them from leaving the classroom.  Therefore, the poor quality of OBE 
training was due to the limited amount of time before the curriculum’s implementation and the 
incapacity to reach all teachers.  

In addition, the curriculum itself was too advanced to be implemented equally.  Jansen bluntly 
stated, “OBE is destined to fail in the South African education system because it is based on 
flawed assumptions about what happens inside schools, how classrooms are organized and 
what kinds of teachers exist within the system.”61  First, OBE does not taken into account that 
the literacy levels of pre-service and even in-service teachers in rural areas are not conducive 
to support “reflective” practice, and are not equipped to operate at the meta-cognitive level.  
Instead, OBE assumes “highly qualified teachers exist to make sense of such a challenge to 
existing practice.”62

Second, the outcomes characterizing C2005 do not define content.  Therefore, the same set of 
learning outcomes were differently interpreted by educators trying to make sense of the new 

58  Adler & Reed, 2002: 27.

59   Chisholm. 2004:196-201.

60  Ibid.

61  Jansen, 1998: 325.

62  Ibid.
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curriculum.  From the outset some expressed doubt whether advanced outcomes could be 
achieved when basic literacy, numeracy and writing skills had not been attained. Jansen also 
stated, “[t]here is something fundamentally questionable about a focus on ends as final outcomes 
when much of the educational and political struggle of the 1980s valued the processes of learning 
and teaching as ends in themselves.”63 

Third, the management of OBE increased the administrative burdens placed on teachers.  
Teachers were now required to “increase the amount of time allocated to monitoring individual 
student progress against outcomes, administer appropriate forms of assessment and maintain 
comprehensive records.”64 One teacher I interviewed at WD Hendricks school commented 
that if she could change one thing about her work environment, besides salary, it would be less 
administrative work.  Another teacher at Manenberg commented that the level of administration, 
as a result of OBE, took away too much teaching time.  Both teachers were unable to complete 
administrative tasks in between classes, because they taught all day and were only allotted two 20 
minute breaks.  

Finally, a lack of resources is another difficulty for historically disadvantaged schools trying to 
implement OBE.  Rural areas are poorly endowed with resources, such as libraries, computer labs, 
and textbooks.  Both Manenberg and WD Hendricks have new computer labs, but the labs were the 
result of the schools’ own work and not supported by the DoE or the PEDs (Provincial Education 
Departments).  Both labs were donated by external funders.  Also, learner-centredness is difficult 
to realise in overcrowded classrooms.  For instance, the average class size at Manenberg was 45 
students. On the day I visited the school to conduct interviews, one teacher was absent which 
caused 80 students to be crammed in one classroom with a single teacher.  Therefore, adequate 
resources are a prerequisite in order to effectively implement the new curriculum.  

The new curriculum worked against its goal of creating an equal education system by 
reproducing class divisions instead.  Driven by political imperatives, C2005 failed to take into 
consideration the realities of classroom life, especially those in historically disadvantaged 
schools.  Consequently, the language and demands of OBE were simply too complex and 
inaccessible for most teachers to give these policies meaning through their classroom practices.

4. The Role of Teacher Unions 
Teacher unions have a long history in South Africa.  This history includes fragmentation along 
political, ideological, racial, class and organisational lines – a problem the unions have recently 
taken small steps towards addressing. For example, one site of contestation was the question of 
political alignment and the ‘political’ role of teachers.  The South African Democratic Teachers’ 
Union (SADTU), as a leading member-union of the Confederation of South Africa Trade Unions 
(COSATU), continues to have especially close political ties with the ANC.  SADTU and the 
National Professional Teachers’ Organisation of South Africa (NAPTOSA) also disagreed on 

63  Supra 327. 
64  Supra 328.
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whether teacher organisations should be based on unionism or professionalism.65 SADTU 
emphasised the teacher’s right to strike,66 while NAPTOSA emphasised the learner’s right 
to uninterrupted learning.67 Today, the majority of educators are organized into four unions: 
SADTU, NAPTOSA, the National Teachers’ Union (Natu), and the South African Onderwysers 
Unie (SAOU). Each union has a relationship with the DoE to ensure the collaboration and 
sharing of ideas between government and educators.68

Involvement in the Curriculum Development Process
While teachers were not involved in the planning stages of C2005, unions were involved in 
the implementation process and later revisions.  As representatives on the Learning Area 
Committees (LACs), unions identified problems experienced by teachers on the ground, 
including “unrealistic timeframes, the need for teacher training programmes and lack of basic 
infrastructure and resources.”69 Although union and public pressure led the government to 
review the curriculum in 2000, teacher unions were not officially represented on the Review 
Committee.  As Chisholm states, “the DoE was probably mindful about too strong an influence in 
the revision process by the teacher unions, given their sustained criticism prior to the review….”70  
By ensuring that departmental officials and external stakeholders would be equally represented 
on the Review Committee, the Department maintained control over the direction and outcome of 
the Revised National Curriculum Statement.

5. A Look at the Contemporary Teaching Force
This section analyses some aspects of the present teaching force, including the public image of 
the profession, recruitment challenges, the salary system and the physical and emotional health 
of educators.  

Public Image of the Teaching Profession
The status and image of teaching in South Africa is poor and is further diminished by some 
teachers’ lack of professional behaviour, such as drunkenness and absenteeism.  Research 
conducted by the Human Rights Commission and Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC) 
shows that 20 percent of teaching time is lost due to late-coming and absenteeism.  This pattern 
of behaviour occurs disproportionately in poor schools.  In May 2009, Equal Education members 
led a campaign against late-coming to hold their peers (and implicity their teachers) accountable 
for being in school on time, ready to learn and teach.  

65  Chisholm 2004: 247-250.

66  http://www.sadtu.org.za/show.php?id=2450 

67  http://www.naptosa.org.za/index.php/about-naptosa/naptosa-principles 
68  Chisholm 2004: 252-6.

69  Chisholm 2004: 284.

70  Ibid.
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Furthermore, while the working conditions for teachers vary widely, many have internalised a 
negative image of their role in society because of the poor conditions of their schools and lack of 
adequate support to cope with the many new policies implemented by the government. In fact, 
three teachers I interviewed expressed being overburdened with the administrative tasks of OBE 
and were consequently confused by their roles as educators. It comes as no surprise then that 55 
percent of teachers would leave the profession if they could due to workload stress, low salaries, 
lack of discipline in schools and lack of career advancement.

Vacant Teacher Posts and the Challenge of Recruitment
First, in an attempt to equalise the educational playing field, the government allocates the same 
number of teaching posts for both wealthy and poorly resourced public schools.  Through the 
Equitable Shares Formula (ESF), national revenue for school funding and post-provisioning is 
divided between provinces.71 The number of posts is determined by learner enrolment and not by 
the socio-economic conditions of the school and local community (other than in respect of a 5% 
poverty top-slice).  Instead of equalising the educational playing field, however, this policy works 
against historically disadvantaged schools.  While wealthier schools can afford to hire additional 
teachers with school fees, many poorly resourced schools are ‘no fee’ schools.  Therefore, they do 
not have the extra income from school fees to hire additional teachers.

Also, teacher posts are much harder to fill with qualified teachers in poorly resourced schools.  
While available teacher posts in well-resourced schools are met with competition by educated 
and skilled teachers, poorer schools will often take any teacher, qualified or not, out of need.  For 
example, two teacher posts became available at Manenberg in 2009.  One of those posts did not 
receive any applications and the other post only received one application.  Therefore, the school 
was required to hire the one teacher who applied immediately, even though she was a retired 
teacher and not the best fit for the teaching position.  Table 3 shows educator posts and vacancies 
in 2008 by province.  The lack of incentives to teach at historically disadvantaged schools leaves 
school principals desperate to fill posts with any teacher, regardless of qualification.

71  Adler & Reed, 2002:  26-29.
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Table 3.  Educator posts and vacancies, 2008
Province Number of posts Number of 

vacancies
Percentage

Eastern Cape 70 007 7 330 10.5

Free State 28 644 3 401 11.9

Gauteng 60 035 8 748 14.6

KwaZulu-Natal 93 174 13 550 14.5

Mpumalanga 66 542 12 560 18.9

North West 41 882 7 958 19.0

Northern Province 27 583 1 727 6.3

Northern Cape 10 718 1 727 16.1

Western Cape 34 695 5 615 16.2

Total 433 280 62 616 14.5

Source: DoE presentation to the PC on Education, 27 May 2008.

According to a report in the Sunday Times by Prega Govender, “South Africa faces a shortage of 
up to 94,000 teachers by 2015” due to “poor government planning and the effects of AIDS-related 
illnesses.”  Analysts predict 18,000 teachers will die, 42,000 will retire or leave the profession, 
and 2,000 will seek teaching positions outside of South Africa.72

It is clear that a joint effort by government, the universities, the private sector and non-
governmental organisations is required to address the shortage of teachers in South Africa, 
particularly in maths and science. 

Thus, in order to address the sustained inequalities between well-resourced schools and 
historically disadvantaged schools, Yoliswa Dwane, Head of Policy, Communications and 
Research at Equal Education, stated that government needs to move from formal equality to 
substantive equality.  In just fifteen years, the injustices of South Africa’s past have not been 
overcome.  To balance the scale, the government needs to realise that historically disadvantaged 
schools are in greater need of resources, including teachers, than wealthier schools, and therefore 
require more support.  

Salary Conditions
Teacher salaries are another factor contributing to the lack of interest in teaching as a career.  
According to news reports, “teachers with a four-year degree earn just under R130 000 in their 
first year in the job.”73  As mentioned before, middle-class, fee-charging schools are able to 
increase teacher salaries with school fees, while at historically disadvantaged no-fee schools, 
teachers are paid only the stipulated government salary.  Teachers interviewed at Manenberg and 
WD Hendricks stated that they do not believe their salary is indicative of their workload. Not only 

72  Govender, Prega. Sunday Times. 23 November, 2008. 

73  Govender supra.
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are their classrooms overcrowded, but the OBE curriculum added a multitude of administrative 
and assessment tasks on top of their teaching workload. Four of the teachers interviewed were 
looking to leave the profession for a higher-salaried job. Therefore, the non-progressive structure 
of teachers’ salary scales combined with often poor work conditions does not incentivize school 
leavers to enter the profession.

Responding to the Challenge of HIV/AIDS 
South Africa’s HIV/AIDS pandemic has severe implications for teacher supply and the provision 
of quality education.  According to Chisholm, “government employees (including teachers) 
are second only to mining employees in terms of registered infection rates.”74  Out of 500 Natu 
members who volunteered for AIDS tests last year, 200 tested HIV-positive.  Thulas Nxesi, 
former general secretary of SADTU, and now a member of Parliament, blamed the Education 
Department for not taking into consideration HIV/Aids in its calculations on teacher shortages.  
Nxesi stated, “We are starting to enter a critical period where those who were infected are now 
dying.”75 SADTU has also pointed out that HIV/AIDS could exacerbate geographic inequities as 
infected teachers leave rural schools to be closer to treatment facilities or families.

Teacher unions have played an active role in trying to minimize HIV/AIDS by creating campaigns 
to empower women.  According to Chisholm, these campaigns range from “struggles for women 
to be free to choose their preferred contraceptive methods to persuading male teachers to 
participate in HIV/AIDS education programmes” (277).  Unions have also initiated awareness 
programmes and are developing workplace policies on HIV/AIDS.  

6. Concluding Observations
To improve the quality and equality of South Africa’s teaching profession, action is needed at 
both the government and community levels. First, the government must realise that inequalities 
from the apartheid era have not been overcome and that schools are not on an equal playing field. 
Second, historically disadvantaged schools require more support from the government than do 
wealthier schools. Lastly, the government must provide incentives for teachers to take up posts 
in historically disadvantaged schools. No teacher wants to work in an overcrowded and poorly 
resourced school. So the government must first improve the conditions and quality of these 
schools and provide more support and pay to teachers and administrative staff. 

At the community level, organisations like Equal Education, together with communities, must 
continue to hold the government accountable for providing quality education that is enjoyed 
by all.  In addition, parents, learners, teachers and community members must hold each other 
accountable. Teacher and learner absenteeism and tardiness must be discouraged.  Also, 
the prevalence of school crime and violence is an issue that needs immediate attention. The 
government can only do so much. Therefore, it is up to communities to take ownership of their 
schools to improve the quality of education. 

74  Chisholm, 2004: 277.

75  Chisholm, 2004: 32.
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TEACHER ABSENTEE RATES: 
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 A part-time researcher at Equal Education in 2013. 

1. Introduction
Angie Motshekga and Helen Zille have come to each other’s aid on more than one occasion. When 
Zille, the Premier of the Western Cape, was subjected to sexist abuse in the wake of the DA’s May 
2012 march on COSATU house, Motshekga condemned it.76 And when Motshekga, the Minister 
of Basic Education, was facing the wrath of the nation, including that of the DA, over the Limpopo 
textbooks fiasco, Zille came out against the calls for Motshekga’s head.77 

The two are also allies on what they identify as the fundamental problem in South African 
education: lazy teachers. “A large proportion of South African teachers can’t teach, and many 
won’t make the effort required to do so,” wrote Zille in the wake of the publication of the recent 
National Education and Evaluation Unit (NEEDU) report. 

Motshekga has recently made claims about teacher absenteeism, which, if true, would support 
Zille’s conclusion. The Minister has claimed that teacher absenteeism in South Africa is the 
“highest in SADC,” the 15-country region of which South Africa is a member. With regard to the 
“rate of absenteeism,” she has stated that “whilst in SADC the figures stood at 9% of teachers 
absent for the year, we were at 19% … so it is huge.”  

However, Motshekga was accused of a “misinformed assertion” and “deliberately misleading 
the public” by Mugwena Maluleke, General Secretary of the South African Democratic 
Teachers Union (SADTU), the country’s largest teacher union.  SADTU say the annual average 
absenteeism is just 8%, and that South Africa is a respectable joint third best (along with 
Swaziland) in the SADC region.  

But between the Minister’s 19% and SADTU’s 8% where does the truth lie?

76  http://www.timeslive.co.za/politics/2012/05/17/ancwl-slams-cosatu-racism-sexism. 

77  http://www.iol.co.za/news/politics/firing-motshekga-not-the-answer-zille-1.1326803#.VHcuRYfDElJ. 

http://www.timeslive.co.za/politics/2012/05/17/ancwl-slams-cosatu-racism-sexism
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2. Absenteeism vs Strikes
The Minister and SADTU’s figures both, oddly enough, come from the same data source – the 
2007 Southern and Eastern Africa Consortium for Monitoring Education Quality (SACMEQ III).

When teachers are absent they are not in school teaching. And if a substitute teacher cannot be 
arranged then pupils are not learning. In South Africa teachers are entitled to a variety of family, 
special, and health-related paid leave. If an educator has exhausted all of their paid leave, they can 
be granted unpaid leave.78

Teacher absentee figures are generally unreliable. In South Africa, as in most of Africa, they 
are recorded manually in a school leave book. The World Bank notes that poor quality teacher 
attendance records are more common in countries with higher rates of teacher absenteeism.79 
This is because weak accountability mechanisms and insufficient institutional capacity are 
generally higher in schools with higher teacher absenteeism. This means direct observation 
of teachers’ presence (or absence) during repeated surprise visits to schools might be a more 
accurate means of assessing teacher absenteeism. 

SADTU are correct in noting that South Africa is around joint third in SADC for teacher 
absentee rates, according to SACMEQ III data. This means SA performs reasonably80 on teacher 
absenteeism, with much room for improvement (especially when including time which teachers 
are in school but not teaching scheduled lessons)81. The only way the Minister would have been 
able to come to her conclusion that SA is the worst performer is if she added teaching days lost 
from strikes (as reported in SACMEQ III) to the teacher absenteeism figure.

The 2007 SACMEQ III data reflects the first major protracted public sector strike in South 
Africa. Owing to the large number of teaching days lost to this, South Africa falls to bottom place 
in SADC for 2007 when strike days are included in the calculation. But doing so is problematic 
for at least two reasons. Firstly, it is quite possible that a lack of rights afforded to trade unions 
in a SADC country will result in fewer strikes there. This, however, should be no cause for 
celebration by a country’s educational establishment as genuine issues relating to schooling will 
remain unaddressed. Teacher satisfaction will decrease as their grievances continue to fall on 
deaf ears. This might reduce teacher absenteeism but at the cost of increasing the amount of time 
which teachers are unproductive while in class. 

Secondly, 2007 and 2010 were unusually large years of labour unrest in South Africa. According 
to the Department of Labour, an enormous 9.5 million workdays were lost to strikes in 2007 and 
20.6 million in 2010. However, prior to 2007, according to Professor Johan Maree, the annual 

78 Of interest is that educators are entitled to up to 184 calendar days of unpaid leave. see HSRC report (2010, pg.32): “If an 
educator has exhausted all of their paid leave, the educator may be granted unpaid leave. Educators can take up to 184 
calendar days of unpaid leave. Educators who are away from school due to arrest, imprisonment, appearance in court 
due to a criminal charge, or a criminal sentence must utilise unpaid leave.”

79  World Bank http://elibrary.worldbank.org/content/workingpaper/10.1596/1813-9450-4847. 

80 “Reasonably” since SACMEQ is based on self-reporting of absentee rates and therefore will be a very low estimate. It 
will underestimate true rates of absenteeism. Moreover, South Africa is a more developed country and so we would 
expect our absentee rates to be lower given how much we spend on education.

81 Carnoy & Chisholm et al, 2012.

http://elibrary.worldbank.org/content/workingpaper/10.1596/1813-9450-4847
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average post-apartheid loss was 1.8 million days. Similarly, teaching days lost due to strikes are, 
in all other years, a fraction of those lost during 2007 and 2010. One cannot take the number of 
days lost to teaching in 2007 as reflective of a general trend. Similarly, if SACMEQ III was done 
in 2008, then Zimbabwe would probably have had the most teaching days lost to strikes, owing to 
public education nearing total collapse that year after teachers went on a protracted strike.82

The SACMEQ data itself is not without problems. SACMEQ absentee rates will be a conservative 
estimate of absentee rates across SADC because they are based on whether a teacher, in an 
interview, disclosed the correct number of days for which they were absent. The SACMEQ strike 
data is also self-reported by teachers.

Lastly, it makes little sense, from a policy perspective, to combine teaching days lost due to 
strikes and teaching days lost due to teacher absenteeism. While having some overlap, these 
are two different creatures, with two different sets of causes. Would teaching days lost from the 
public sector strikes have been minimized if the public sector bargaining unit was not so vast? 
Quite possibly. This however has nothing to do with systemic teacher absenteeism.

3. More Accurate Estimates
What is a reliable teacher absentee rate for South Africa? A 2010 study by the Human Sciences 
Research Council (HSRC), An investigation into Educator Leave in the South African Ordinary 
Public Schooling System, estimates the leave rate at a “conservative” 10-12%.83 With 200 
teaching days a year this amounts to 20-24 days of absence per teacher per year. This is reduced 
by 0.5% with the inclusion of maternity leave since substitute teachers are usually used over this 
sustained period of absence.

An absentee rate of 10-12% is higher than the rate in high income countries, but lower than 
the rate found in many low income countries, according to the World Bank National Absence 
Surveys (WBNAS). The WBNAS are based on the physical presence of teachers at public primary 
schools, rather than attendance logbooks or interviews with heads of institutions.84 The WBNA 
for primary schools finds absence rates of 17% in Zambia, 19% in Indonesia and 25% in India. A 
separate study found 6% in Canada.85 In Brazil absentee rates might be as high as 26%.86 All 

82  See for example: http://power-2-people.blogspot.com/2008/03/strikes-spread-across-zimbabwe.html  and http://www.
voanews.com/content/poor-response-to-zimbabwe-public-servants-strike-137675733/150856.html. 

83  See Reddy, V., et al.2010. An investigation into educator Leave in the South African Ordinary public schooling System. 
Research commissioned by UNICEF Study undertaken for the Department of Education. Pretoria: Human Sciences 
Research Council. 

84  Enumerators in five countries (except India) made two visits (several months apart) to each of 10 randomly chosen 
health care centres and 10 randomly chosen public schools in each of 10 randomly chosen districts – thus visiting 100 
schools and 100 health care centres in each country.

85  Reddy, V., et al.2010. An investigation into educator Leave in the South African Ordinary public schooling System. 
Research commissioned by UNICEF Study undertaken for the Department of Education. Pretoria: Human Sciences 
Research Council. 

86 See: http://www.oecd.org/brazil/43071730.pdf. 

http://power-2-people.blogspot.com/2008/03/strikes-spread-across-zimbabwe.html
http://www.voanews.com/content/poor-response-to-zimbabwe-public-servants-strike-137675733/150856.html
http://www.voanews.com/content/poor-response-to-zimbabwe-public-servants-strike-137675733/150856.html
http://www.oecd.org/brazil/43071730.pdf
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studies show significant variation depending on geographic location and the socio-economic 
conditions of the school.87  

The same variations are evident within South Africa. Poorer schools have higher absentee rates 
than richer schools. Based on the 2008 Khulisa Consortium Audit, the HSRC found that wealthy 
quintile 5 schools have an absentee rate close to half that of poorer quintile 1 and 2 schools. They 
estimate that most schools have an absentee rate of less than 10%, 30% have a rate of over 10%, 
and 12% of schools have an absentee rate of over 20%. The report suggests that absenteeism in 
poorer schools is driven by “dissatisfaction with working conditions, poorer discipline and levels 
of functioning and control in schools,” and greater travel time coupled with inadequate transport 
arrangements.

In terms of reliability, the estimate of 10-12% by the HSRC is based on five studies (two of 
which are nationally representative). Only one of the three studies which are not nationally 
representative finds an absentee rate above 10% (at 11%) and that is based on a proxy calculation 
from 144 primary schools in the Eastern Cape, KwaZulu-Natal and Limpopo. Of the two 
nationally representative studies, the first is a 2008 Khulisa Consortium audit, commissioned 
by the Department of Education (DoE). It uses a nationally representative sample of 1 051 public 
and independent ordinary schools. However only 798 schools, or three-quarters of the sampled 
schools, were used. This biases the estimate downwards and so the absentee rate of 8.5% is not 
nationally representative. The second is the 2005 national Educator Health Study by the HSRC. 88 
This was based on a 2004 nationally representative survey (1 714 schools were found and agreed 
to participate from a sample of 1 766 schools, drawn from the School Register of Needs) with a 
high response rate among teachers. HIV blood samples were also collected. The study finds an 
absentee rate of 10%. The most reliable national estimate seems to be the latter. The 10-12% 
range is arrived at by the HSRC only once a second estimate is derived from the 2008 Khulisa 
Consortium Audit, this time using the entire sample of 1 051 schools, and assuming that all 
educator forms not received by fieldworkers (11.5%89) is the extent of educator leave. 

Importantly, much of the HSRC’s inference regarding when leave occurs and the reasons for 
leave is based on PERSAL data (Personnel Salary Management System). Unfortunately the 
HSRC report notes that “the quality of the PERSAL data is questionable.” A conservative 
approximation made by the HSRC is that 25% of submitted leave records were not recorded on 
PERSAL.90 PERSAL leave rates are unrepresentative at 3-4%. And it is likely that other data 
recorded in PERSAL will not be nationally representative.

87  Reddy, V., et al. 2010.  An investigation into educator Leave in the South African Ordinary public schooling System. 
Research commissioned by UNICEF Study undertaken for the Department of Education. Pretoria: Human Sciences 
Research Council. 

88  Shisana, O., Peltzer, K., Zungu-Dirwayi, N. & Louw, J.S. (Eds). 2005. The health of our educators: A focus on HIV/AIDS in 
South African public schools. Pretoria: Human Sciences Research Council.

89  They argue that this is an optimistic estimate since the day of the school visit was announced, i.e. schools and principals 
could prepare in advance for it.

90  See HSRC (2010, pg.70). They provide a ven diagram which does nothing to justify their 25% estimate, which seems 
more like a conservative approximation.
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Unfortunately, PERSAL is all we have available to analyse periods of leave. The data shows us 
two things. The first, emphasised by Nic Spaull,91 is that most leave instances are for one or two 
days. However, these instances do not account for the majority of leave days taken. They account 
for 41% of all leave days. The second thing we see is that 24% of all leave days are used up by just 
3% of recorded leave instances. This means 3% of leave cases consumes 24% of all the absentee 
days we are so concerned about. These are leave instances which are longer than 11 days in 
length. Maternity leave plays an important role in longer leave figures, accounting for 50% or 
more, according to PERSAL data. 

4. The Impact of Illness
Chronic illness also plays a central role in leave taking, especially longer leave. It may well be 
a mistake to assume that teachers are playing truant, rather than genuinely ill, merely because 
much discretionary sick leave takes places on a Monday and Friday. The national Educator 
Health Study92 of 2005 by the HSRC paints a picture of the health of our educators which should 
be taken seriously. 

Motshekga, in a PMG report says, “part of it is the bearing of disease where you find teachers in a 
period of time who have not been to school but in most instances it is just poor administration.”

According to the results of the HSRC survey,93 all chronic conditions, including HIV, TB, heart 
disease, lung or breathing problems, tobacco use, and high-risk drinking, were associated with 
higher rates of (self-rated) absenteeism. They also found that “low morale at the educational 
institution, intention to quit teaching, low job satisfaction and high job stress were significantly 
associated with higher self-rated absenteeism and decreased presenteeism”(attending work 
while sick). It is likely that some of these diseases and factors are related to other important 
causal factors.

One illness found to be particularly important was HIV/AIDS. The survey found, unsurprisingly 
given national infection rates, that 12.7% of public teachers were HIV positive in 2004. That same 
year more than 4 000 teachers died of HIV/AIDS related illnesses. SACMEQ III data  indicates 
that the average number of teachers in South Africa who were absent from school for more 
than one month due to HIV/AIDS was, roughly, more than double that of any other SACMEQ 
country. The national Educator Health Study’s findings, analysed further in a 2009 study entitled 
Examining the impact of HIV&AIDS on South African educator, shows that “the greater the 
number of days the educators spent absent from school, the greater the likelihood that they were 
HIV positive.”94 

91  See: http://mg.co.za/article/2013-03-10-absentee-teachers-are-a-thorn-in-our-side.

92  Reference provided in the HSRC (2010) is: Shisana, O., Peltzer, K., Zungu-Dirwayi, N. & Louw, J.S. (Eds). 2005. The 
health of our educators: A focus on HIV/AIDS in South African public schools. Pretoria: Human Sciences Research 
Council.

93  See page 129. Of HSRC (2005) The Health of our Educators.

94  Louw, J., Shisana, O., Peltzer, K., and Nompumelelo, Z. 2009. ‘Examining the impact of HIV&AIDS on South African 
educators’,  South African Journal of Education. vol.29 no.2 Pretoria May 2009.

http://mg.co.za/article/2013-03-10-absentee-teachers-are-a-thorn-in-our-side
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Another important way in which chronic illness impacts teacher absenteeism is through 
funeral attendance. The study found that more than 10% of educators had attended a funeral of 
a victim of AIDS more than once a month in the last two years. Besides the emotional impact on 
educators, funerals impact on teaching time, especially if the duration of the funeral and the time 
spent travelling are taken into account.

5. Other Factors
Poor administration exacerbates absentee rates. Being able to find an appropriate substitute 
teacher is vital. Moreover, if a teacher is marked as absent but instead has actually deserted, or 
passed away, then absentee days will be incorrectly inflated.

‘Ghost teachers’ – fictitious employees on the payroll – might creep into the system when 
administrative checks are weak. By definition these teachers are never at school yet receive a 
salary. This devious practice is often assisted by collusive insiders in the schools who share in the 
salary benefits. The 1% of teachers who, according to PERSAL, are absent for 20 plus days at a 
time, and account for 8% of all leave days taken, might have some relationship to ghost teachers. 
It has been widely publicized that ghost teachers are prominent in certain provinces in South 
Africa.95 However, no research has been done on the link between absentee rates and ghost 
teachers in South Africa, so we can only speculate.  The World Bank has noted this as an issue in 
absentee rates elsewhere in the world.96

6. Conclusion
To conclude, irrespective of whether South Africa’s absentee rates are the best or the worst 
among the SADC countries, the Minister should be supported in her efforts to upgrade the 
outdated paper based absentee system to a modern electronic biometric system. On the other 
hand, those who use absentee rates as a tool to castigate ‘lazy’ teachers miss the point. Dealing 
with high absentee rates requires, first and foremost, reforming the horrendous conditions 
under which most teachers in South Africa have to teach. Detailed national minimum norms and 
standards for school infrastructure, which are binding on all provinces, are an important first 
step towards achieving this.

95  See for example: http://www.iol.co.za/news/crime-courts/still-hunting-for-ghost-teachers-1.1419105#.
UUGbRTdveWY , and http://www.sabc.co.za/news/a/b07ebb8049eeb28f87d697ab7887e789/KZN-plans-to-recover-
ghost-teachers-salaries-20122601, and http://www.iol.co.za/news/south-africa/kzn-exorcises-ghost-teachers-
1.25007?ot=inmsa.ArticlePrintPageLayout.ot. 

96  http://elibrary.worldbank.org/content/workingpaper/10.1596/1813-9450-4847.
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TEACHING IS ESSENTIAL, BUT IT IS 
NOT AN ESSENTIAL SERVICE!
Equal Education Position Paper: An analysis of the law relating to education as an 
‘essential service’
March 2013

This Equal Education position paper is based on a document prepared for EE by independent 
researcher Debbie Budlender. 

1. Introduction
There is a recurring debate on whether teaching should be declared an essential service in South 
Africa. In this document Equal Education sets out the legal position. The focus of this document 
is therefore legal and fairly narrow, but it makes clear that education, legally, cannot be declared 
an essential service. 

Political declarations
At its national conference held in Mangaung during December 2013 the African National 
Congress (ANC) formally noted that there is “general agreement that education has to be 
protected from disruptions.” More specifically, it noted that: “Disruption of schooling through 
industrial action and service delivery protests impact negatively on the stability of schools and 
the quality of education.”

In early February 2013, the ANC Secretary-General, Gwede Mantashe, reported back after an 
ANC lekgotla that education would be declared an “essential service”. Several weeks later, in his 
State of the Nation Address on 15 February 2013, President Zuma said:

“By saying education is an essential service we are not taking away the Constitutional rights of 
teachers as workers such as the right to strike.”

However, speaking to journalists on 26 February 2013, following a post-State of the Nation 
debate at Parliament, Minister of Basic Education Angie Motshekga did not rule out the 
possibility that government may officially declare education an essential service in future. 

“We may need to look at making education an essential service [in future]. For now we must cease 
hostilities and make it a priority.”

“So I don’t know what will happen in the future, for now we are using the word ‘essential’ to show 
it is critical and must be worked on accordingly.”
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2. What is the significance of declaring something an “essential 
service”?
An essential service refers, in law, to an economic activity in regard to which it is permissible 
for a government to prohibit strikes totally. Section 65 of the Labour Relations Act (LRA) states 
that: “No person may take part in a strike or lock-out or in any conduct in contemplation or 
furtherance of a strike or a lock-out if - ... that person is engaged in an essential service...” It is 
therefore very important to know which services may be declared essential, and which may not. 

International obligations
South Africa is again a member of the International Labour Organisation (ILO), having been 
excluded from membership during the apartheid years.

Many decisions of the Freedom of Association Committee of the Governing Body of the ILO 
(“the Committee”) repeatedly confirm that education cannot be considered an essential service 
whatever the circumstances. The Committee’s decisions make it clear that declaring education 
an essential service – and thus outlawing strikes by teachers – is neither “reasonable” nor 
“justifiable”, criteria which must be met to limit any right in the South African Constitution, of 
which the right to strike is one. 

These decisions are particularly pertinent to South Africa given that South Africa ratified 
both Convention 98 on the Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining and Convention 87 on 
Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to Organise on 19 February 1996. These 
conventions confirm, among others, the rights of workers to organise into trade unions, with 
the right to strike as an “intrinsic corollary” (ILO, 2006: 523). Furthermore, the decisions of the 
Freedom of Association Committee are applicable even to countries that have not ratified.

The South African Constitution
Article 18 of South Africa’s Constitution proclaims that everyone has the right to freedom of 
association. Article 23(2)(c) of the Constitution states that every worker has the right to strike.

Article 36(a) of the Constitution says that any of the rights in the Bill of Rights – which includes 
the rights provided for in articles 18 and 23 – can only be limited in a way that is “reasonable and 
justifiable in an open and democratic society based on human dignity, equality and freedom.” 
Such a limitation must take into account:

“(a) the nature of the right;

(b) the importance of the purpose of the limitation;

(c) the nature and extent of the limitation;

(d) the relation between the limitation and its purpose; and

(e) less restrictive means to achieve the purpose.”
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What is essential and what is not?
Section 213 LRA explicitly defines an essential service. The definition mirrors the international 
understanding of essential services which is discussed in more detail below. The definition in the 
LRA is that an essential service is:

“(a) a service the interruption of which endangers the life, personal safety or health of the whole 
or any part of the population;

(b) the parliamentary service; and

(c) the South African Police Service.”

In 1966, at the Special Intergovernmental Conference on the Status of Teachers, held in Paris, 
the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) adopted a 
resolution including the following statement:  

“Appropriate joint machinery should be set up to deal with the settlement of disputes between 
the teachers and their employers arising out of terms and conditions of employment. If the 
means and procedures established for these purposes should be exhausted or if there should 
be a breakdown in negotiations between the parties, teachers’ organizations should have the 
right to take such other steps as are normally open to other organizations in the defence of their 
legitimate interests.”

Disputes over whether education can be declared an essential service have arisen in many 
countries, and have been adjudicated by the Committee referred to above. A digest published in 
2006 – the fifth edition of the publication concerned – sets out the decisions and principles used 
by the Committee in arriving at its decisions.97 

The section of the digest (para 541) that discusses the right to strike states that the Committee 
has repeatedly emphasised that “the prohibition of strikes could only be acceptable in the case 
of public servants exercising authority in the name of the State [such as justice or police] or of 
workers in essential services in the strict sense of the term, i.e. services whose interruption could 
endanger the life, personal safety or health of the whole or part of the population” (541, 581). It is 
this definition that the Committee repeatedly refers to as essential services “in the strict sense of 
the term.”

The digest acknowledges that what constitutes such a threat may differ across countries and 
that, for example, a non-essential service may become essential if a strike lasts a long time (582). 
However, the meaning of essential services might “lose its meaning” if it was applied to services 

97  The digest provides references to the cases concerned. The ILO web-site provides links to reports of the Committee 
on each of the cases. The reports detail the arguments made by the applicant (generally the union) and the respondent 
(generally the government), and the committee’s reflections, decisions and recommendations. The Committee was 
established in 1951 by the Governing Body of the ILO. It is a tripartite body composed of nine members and nine 
deputies. These 18 people are drawn equally from the government, workers’ and employers’ groups of the Governing 
Body, with an independent chairperson.  The committee cannot, therefore, be considered as biased in favour of, or 
against, any of the social partners. Governments and organisations or workers or employers can submit complaints to 
the Committee alleging government violations of trade union rights regardless of whether they are members of the ILO 
and whether they have ratified the Conventions on freedom of association and collective bargaining. The Committee 
meets three times a year and examines complaints submitted and makes recommendations to the Governing Body. 
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that did not endanger life, personal safety or health of the population (583). Further, a later 
paragraph refers explicitly to education in stating that the “possible long-term consequences 
of strikes in the teaching sector do not justify their prohibition” (590). In contrast, for example, 
while refuse collection would not normally be considered an essential service, if such a strike is 
prolonged, it might become essential as it would endanger life, personal safety and health (591).

Paragraph 585 of the digest contains a useful list of which types of services could be considered 
essential. This list does not include education, but does include “the provision of food to pupils of 
school age and the cleaning of schools” (585). The inclusion of the latter illustrates the need for 
there to be a clear danger to health.

Paragraph 587 lists services that have been considered in cases coming before the Committee 
and that do not constitute “essential services” in the strict sense of the term. In this list, the 
education sector has references to more cases than any other sector. This plethora of cases leaves 
no room for doubt that education cannot be considered an essential service. While paragraph 
588 cites a case in which the Committee found that the right to strike of principals and vice-
principals may be restricted, this exception proves the rule that for ordinary teachers, the right to 
strike cannot be prohibited.

3. Compulsory arbitration
The digest states that in other cases compulsory arbitration to end a strike is only acceptable if 
both parties involved agree to this (564), or if the strike occurs in the public service or in essential 
services in the strict sense of the term (565).

Minimum services
The digest discusses cases in which, while the operation does not constitute an essential service, 
a minimum operational service might be required. In these cases strikes are not outlawed for all 
workers, but there is instead a requirement that a limited number of specified types of workers 
are available to do work deemed necessary. The first such possibility relates to essential services 
in the strict sense of the term. The second possibility is non-essential services where the extent 
and duration of the strike “might be such as to result in an acute national crisis endangering the 
normal living conditions of the population.” The third relates to “public services of fundamental 
importance” (606).

The digest emphasises that where minimal operational services are required, this should not 
entail “calling into question the right to strike of the large majority of workers” (607). Further, 
worker organisations must participate, together with employers and public authorities, in 
defining the minimum service. Paragraph 625 explicitly names education as a sector where 
minimum services could be established “in full consultation with the social partners” where a 
strike has continued for a long time.
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4. Illustrative cases
The paragraphs above sum up the Committee’s findings over the decades. The cases presented 
below illustrate some of the cases which resulted in the Committee adopting these positions. 
The cases do not include all those which relate to essential services or minimum services in 
education. However, the findings in other cases repeat similar arguments as to why education is 
not an essential service.

Case No 2803 (Canada) – Complaint date: 16-JUN-10, Report No 360, 
June 2011
In this case, the Canadian Union of Public Employees (CUPE) complained that the Ontario 
Government had passed “back-to-work” legislation to end a legal strike of one of its constituent 
locally-based unions which represented graduate, research and teaching assistants at York 
University in Toronto. The legislation imposed compulsory and binding arbitration. 

The dispute was over graduate funding, job security for contract workers, health benefits, and 
child care. After many months of unsuccessful negotiation, the Union had held a strike vote in 
line with the relevant legislation, and a large majority of members voted to strike. The union went 
on strike on 6 November 2008 and the University responded by cancelling all classes, affecting 
more than 50 000 students. Some negotiations and mediation followed, but the union and its 
members remained dissatisfied with the government’s offer. In late January 2009 the Premier of 
Ontario announced that the Government would pass legislation to end the strike. An Act passed 
on 29 January ordered the end of the 85-day strike. On 7 April the union and government signed 
an agreement based on the arbitrator’s recommendation.

In their complaint, CUPE argued that although their members were “essential to the operation 
of the university, they were not an “essential service”. Government, in contrast, argued that “an 
extension or loss of an academic year has significant personal, educational, social and financial 
implications for students and their families, as well as serious organizational and economic 
impact on the University and the broader public.” The law, government argued, thus served the 
public interest.

The Committee, in its decision, notes – and “deeply deplores” – that this was the fourth time in 
ten years that it had been asked to consider strike-ending legislation in relation to the education 
sector in Canada. It reiterated that the right to strike “is one of the legitimate and essential means 
through which workers and their organizations may defend their economic and social interests.” 
Further, while in some exceptional cases this right might be limited, “the education sector does 
not fall within these exceptions.” The Committee acknowledged that “unfortunate consequences 
may flow from a strike in a non-essential service” but said that these did not justify limiting the 
right to strike. At most, it might justify the establishment of minimum services, which should 
be defined in “full consultation” with workers. The Committee noted further that mediation-
arbitration should happen only on a voluntary basis.

Case No 2654 (Canada) - Complaint date: 12-JUN-08, Report No 365, 
March 2010
An earlier Canadian case was not specific to education employees, but instead related to public 
servants more generally. The complaint was laid by the National Union of Public and General 
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Employees (NUPGE), Canadian Labour Congress (CLC) and Saskatchewan Federation of 
Labour (SFL), with the support of Public Services International (PSI). The worker organisations 
complained about the Saskatchewan Act Respecting Essential Public Services and the Act to 
Amend the Trade Union Act which came into effect in May 2008. They said that these laws 
effectively prohibited the majority of public employees from striking by defining what constitutes 
essential services so broadly that virtually all public employees could be so defined. As a result 
of this legislation, collective bargaining had more or less ceased and most workers had not been 
covered by collective agreements since 2008.

The organisations also complained about government’s failure to consult with them before 
passing the laws. In its response, government acknowledged that it had not consulted before 
passing the law, but said that it had engaged in “extensive” consultation subsequently, resulting in 
five proposed amendments to one of the laws.

In discussing the complaint, the Committee noted that the Act’s definition of essential services 
seemed to be one where strikes were not completely prohibited but where there had to be 
minimum services, which must be negotiated. However, the Committee noted that some of 
the services listed in the Act would not qualify as services which can unilaterally be declared 
as so essential that minimum services must be maintained. It noted further that while the Act 
provided for negotiation with worker organisations over minimum services, this negotiation 
did not extend to which services were to be classified as essential, only to the number of workers 
required for minimum services. The Committee confirmed that this unilateral declaration was 
acceptable in respect of essential services in the strict sense of the term and in respect of public 
services exercising authority in the name of the state, but was not acceptable for other services 
and workers.

Case No 2467 (Canada) – Complaint date: 01-FEB-06, Report No 344, 
March 2007
Another Canadian complaint was brought by twelve different unions, including the Independent 
Federation of Secondary Teachers (FAC), the Quebec State Teachers’ Union (SPEQ) and 
the Quebec Provincial Association of Teachers (APEQ). The complaint concerned Act 43 of 
December 2005 which, among others, denied public sector employees the right to strike without 
providing alternative procedures for dispute settlement. The unions had resorted to strike action 
to protest against the law after being without a collective agreement for about three years. The 
strike made provision for essential services to continue, and also involved a rotation strategy to 
minimise inconvenience for the general public.

Act 43 applied to the full public service, the education sector and the health and social services 
sector. The organisations said that the Act violated the right to strike by unilaterally ending the 
negotiations. Further, by imposing collective agreements for a specified period (of seven years), 
Act 43 removed the workers’ right to strike for this period, since Quebec labour law prohibits 
strikes while a collective agreement is in force. Act 43 also introduced measures to prevent 
various forms of pressure by workers.

In their response, the Government said that only the Canadian courts, and not the Committee, 
were qualified to assess whether the Act conformed with the charters (constitutions) of Canada 
and Quebec. The relevant Minister argued further that, if they agreed to the workers’ demands, 
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government would be forced to increase taxes, reduce public service employment, or “plunge into 
deficit.” Government did not dispute the fact that the strikes that prompted the Act were legal.

In its response, the Committee noted the “fundamental importance” of the right to strike. It said 
that this right could only be restricted in essential services in the strict sense of the term and for 
public servants exercising authority in the name of the state. It noted further that disruption for 
government and people in Quebec did not in itself constitute a proven threat to the life, health or 
personal safety of the population. Further, where the right to strike was restricted for particular 
undertakings or services, workers needed to receive adequate protection to compensate for the 
restriction. It said that this did not seem to have happened in this case.

Case No 2657 (Colombia) – Complaint date: 22-MAY-08. Report No 355, 
November 2009
The complaint of the Colombian Teachers’ Federation (FECODE), laid in 2008, was that 
government had made deductions from salaries for days not worked during a strike. The 
strike lasted from 15 May to 21 June, and the main purpose was to express workers’ rejection 
of Government’s neoliberal policies and related measures, including privatisation of public 
education and labour flexibility. The federation was also aggrieved that government had not 
involved trade unions in the national policy decision-making process. 

The government did not declare the strike illegal, but did instruct local authorities responsible 
for education not to pay workers for the days that they did not work and to institute disciplinary 
proceedings against them. The federation argued that this forced the teachers to return to work. 
Once the strike had ended, FECODE proposed that the school calendar be adjusted so that the 
curriculum could be completed. This was done, but the authorities nevertheless deducted pay for 
the days that were originally not worked.

In its response to the complaint, the Government of Colombia argued that the strike constituted 
a violation of “children’s fundamental right to education” which was entrenched in article 44 of 
the Political Constitution. It noted that the rights of children “take precedence over the rights of 
others” and that this principle was in line with international treaties. The Government argued 
further that the demands of the strike were political in nature, and thus not covered by the right 
to strike. Further, while workers have the right to strike, it is also universally accepted that 
employers are not obliged to pay workers for days not worked.

The Committee’s comments noted, as in other cases, that education was not an essential 
service in the strike sense of the term, and thus not a service in which the right to strike may be 
prohibited. The Committee confirmed that deductions for days of strike do not contravene the 
right to freedom of association. However, it noted that in this case the workers had made up the 
days lost.

Case No 2788 (Argentina) – Complaint date: 08-JUN-10. Report no 362, 
November 2011
This complaint, brought by the Teachers’ Association of Entre Ríos (AGMER) and Confederation 
of Education Workers of Argentina (CTERA), also involved complaints about deduction of wages 
for strike days and other harsh measures. Of the two complaints, AGMER is a “first-level” union 
which operates in the province of Entre Ríos, while CTERA, a federation, covers the whole country.
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Argentina’s constitution, like that of South Africa, enshrines the right to strike, as do other 
labour-specific laws of Argentina. The organisations claimed that by deducting wages of striking 
workers, taking action against head teachers who did not provide lists of teachers who were 
striking, and recording participation in the strike in teachers’ personal files, the government was 
violating that right. The government’s response said that they had taken action at the request of a 
group of parents of children affected by the strike.

The Committee confirmed that deduction of wages for days on strike was legitimate, however, 
teachers (including head teachers) should not be subject to penal sanctions on the basis that they 
participated in, or organised, a strike. It therefore requested a copy of the final judgment.

Case No 2784 (Argentina) – Complaint date: 18-MAY-10. Report No 360, 
June 2011
In this case from Argentina, the Confederation of Education Workers of Argentina (CTERA) and 
Educational Workers’ Association of Neuquén (ATEN) complained about Decree No. 735/10 
of May 2010 in which the executive authority of Neuquén province designated education as an 
essential public service and established a system of minimum services.  The minimum staffing 
levels aimed to ensure that all educational establishments could open, that all learners could 
remain at school throughout the school day, and that at least 50 per cent of classes at all levels 
could take place on any given school day. For special schools, boarding schools, schools with 
residential facilities and schools that provide meals, the minimum staffing levels were to ensure 
that 100 per cent of all classes and activities could take place on any given school day.

The worker organisations noted that section 24 of Act No. 25877 defined essential services 
as “being health and hospital services, the production and distribution of drinking water, 
electricity and gas and air traffic control.” Other activities could only, “on an exceptional basis” be 
designated as essential by an independent commission. The organisations argued that, instead of 
an essential service, education was a “social right that should be guaranteed by the State.”

The Committee noted that Act No. 25877 provided that an independent commission could rule 
that any activity was essential if the duration and geographical extent of the strike endangered 
life or safety, or when the strike affected a “a public service of vital importance.” The information 
provided by the provincial authority did not prove that these conditions were met.  However, the 
Committee’s response did acknowledge that earlier decisions that confirmed that provision of 
food to learners of school age and the cleaning of schools could be considered essential services 
in the strict sense of the term.

The Committee noted further that this was not the first time it had been asked to consider a 
case relating to allegations that government was restricting the right to strike of education 
workers in Neuquén province. In a previous case it had recommended that minimum services be 
established in the education sector, in full consultation with the social partners, where a strike 
was prolonged. However, in its response the government had not given any indication that it had 
consulted with the social partners. The Committee therefore requested “with insistence” that in 
future where long strikes occurred in education, that organisations of workers should participate 
in defining the minimum service. It also asked the government to confirm that the offending 
decree was no longer in force.
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Case No 2696 (Bulgaria) – Complaint date: 15-FEB-09: Report No 356, 
March 2010
In this case Education International (EI), the Trade Union of Bulgarian Teachers (SEB) and 
Trade Union of Teachers Podkrepa complained about litigation following a 42-day strike. The 
strike took place in September-October 2007 and involved more than 110 000 teachers and other 
educational workers, equivalent to 80 per cent of public education workers. The workers went on 
strike after their many other attempts to win higher salaries had failed.

The organisations noted that in 2004 teachers had declined to accept the status of public 
servants in terms of the law on public servants. They had done so, despite the benefits that 
the status would have brought, because that status would have denied them the right to strike. 
The strike was fully in line with Bulgarian legislation. However, more than four months after 
the strike ended, an association of six parents lodged a complaint against two teachers’ unions 
with the Commission for Protection against Discrimination in Bulgaria saying that the strike 
had discriminated against learners in public education when compared with those in private 
education. The Supreme Administrative Court then, on appeal, ruled that the rights of children 
in public schools had been violated. The Court ruled further that, given the importance of public 
education, there should be a minimum service in schools, kindergartens and nurseries. The 
worker organisations argued that the “the notion of essential services and minimum service must 
not have the purpose or effect of weakening the most powerful means of pressure available to 
workers.”

In its response, the government gave the assurance that any amendments to the Settlement of 
Collective Labour Disputes Act to provide for a minimum service in public education would be 
discussed with the social partners.

In discussing this case, the Committee expressed its concern that the Commission had interfered 
in a “long-established right” of teachers on the basis of the implied discrimination between 
learners served by the private and public sectors. The Committee noted that the discrimination 
about which the Commission was concerned did not arise because public sector teachers had 
the right to strike while private sector teachers did not, as private teachers also had this right. It 
noted further that a decision by an independent body such as the Commission could not over-ride 
government’s international obligations.

After repeating that education is not an essential service in the strict sense of the term, the 
Committee listed the principles in terms of which minimum services might be established. 
Firstly, a minimum service may be established where the extent and duration of a strike could 
create an “acute national crisis endangering the normal living conditions of the population.” The 
minimum service would need to be confined to operations that are “strictly necessary” to avoid 
such danger. In addition, worker organisations must participate in defining the minimum service 
alongside employers and government. Involvement of the social partners was necessary to ensure 
that the scope of the minimum service did not make a strike ineffective.

Case No 2670 (Argentina) – Complaint date: 29-SEP-08. Report No 355, 
November 2009
In this case from Argentina the Confederation of Education Workers of Argentina (CTERA) 
complained about Circular No. 18/08 of June 2008 issued by the Ministry of Education of the 
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Province of Tierra del Fuego that restricted the right of teachers to participate in assemblies, and 
required that the names of those attending assemblies be recorded. The workers affected were 
members of Unified Trade Union of Fuegian Education Workers (SUTEF). The CTERA claimed 
that the circular reflected the wish of government to treat education as an “essential service”. The 
Government’s response provided some support for this claim in saying that the restrictions were 
necessary to ensure that the assembly did not “hinder the normal performance of educational 
tasks.” The Ministry of Education in the province also argued that the restriction was necessary 
because while minor children were at school, their custody was “by circumstance” transferred 
from the parents to the class teacher.

The Committee requested that the government ensure that Circular No. 18/08 be revoked or 
amended, in consultation with the worker organisations concerned.

Case No 2587 (Peru) – Complaint date: 10-JUL-07. Report No 354,  
June 2009
Three organisations laid the complaint in this case from Peru, namely the Single Union of 
Peruvian Education Workers (SUTEP), General Confederation of Workers of Peru (CGTP) and 
National Federation of Education Administrative Workers (FENTASE). The complaint was 
about the provisions of Act 28988 of March 2007 relating to strikes in the education sector. The 
law declared basic education an essential public service but also stated that this should “not 
affect the constitutional rights of workers or the workers’ rights recognized by international 
treaties.” Government subsequently issued Supreme Decree No. 017-2007-ED which contained 
regulations in terms of the Act. The regulation made the Act applicable to managerial, teaching, 
auxiliary, administrative and service staff, and required principals to organise to hire teachers 
from the National Register of Substitute Teachers within 24 hours of a strike being announced.

The Government pointed to article 28 of the Political Constitute of Peru which states that strikes 
must be “exercised in line with the social interest.” It said that Act No. 28988 was intended 
to ensure full enjoyment of the “fundamental right” to education, which was enshrined in the 
Political Constitution, in the General Education Act and international agreements. It also 
pointed to clauses in the Collective Labour Relations Act which provided for restrictions on 
strikes in non-essential services where this was necessary to ensure the continuity of “essential 
activities” (it admitted that the latter were not defined). The aim of the Act complained about 
was to prevent learners missing classes as a result of a teacher strike. The Ministry therefore had 
the power “to ensure that public schools never close, that the class schedule is followed and that 
classes actually take place.”

As in other cases, the Committee reiterated that basic education was not an essential service 
in the strict sense of the term. It also reiterated that it was acceptable to establish a minimum 
service, but that (a) this must be the minimum necessary to avoid endangering life or normal 
living conditions, and (b) worker organisations must participate in defining the minimum 
service.

The Committee noted that the Committee of Experts on the Application of Conventions and 
Recommendations, which oversees a range of international conventions, had previously 
discussed the planned revision of the General Labour Act and said it expected such revision 
to include provision for worker organisations to be involved in defining minimum services.  
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The Committee requested that the government repeal the sections of the National Register 
of Substitute Teachers so that it would serve the purpose of ensuring provision of minimum 
services rather providing lists of replacements for strikers.

Case No 2569 (Korea, Republic of ) – Complaint date: 20-MAY-07.  
Report No 351, November 2008
This is one of several Korean complaints, and was laid by Education International (EI) and 
Korean Teachers and Education Workers’ Union (KTU). Each of the complaints included a 
number of different sub-complaints, including some relating to detention and other forms 
of harsh treatment of individuals. This complaint, like others, included denial of the right to 
strike. The complaint is an example of one laid in respect of a country which had not ratified the 
Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to Organise Convention, 1948 (No. 87) or the 
Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention, 1949 (No. 98).

The organisations complained that while the Teacher Union Act guaranteed the right to organise, 
it forbade strikes. The government responded that many teachers had the same status as public 
officials (thus “exercising the authority of the state”), and teachers in private schools were 
subject to the same laws and regulations as those in public schools. Thus “teachers have the 
duty to perform their job in good faith and are prohibited from leaving their workplace without 
permission and engaging in political movement.” Government argued that restriction on the 
right to collective action, including strikes, was justified “in light of the nature of teachers’ work 
and expectations about their role in society,” and that interruptions in education “could have an 
enormous impact on the lives of the general public as well as the education of the students.” 

In its discussion, the Committee noted that it had already, twice previously, dealt with 
restrictions on the freedom of action of teachers in the Republic of Korea. In previous decisions 
it had stated that education was not an essential service, neither did it meet the definition of the 
“exercising the powers of public authority.” It was only school principals and deputy principals 
who could be considered to exercise such authority and whose right to strike could therefore be 
limited. The Committee therefore requested the government to amend the legislation to provide 
teachers in the public and private sectors with the right to strike.

Case No 2489 (Colombia) – Complaint date: 23-MAY-06. Interim Report 
No 365, November 2012
In this case, the Single Confederation of Workers of Colombia (CUT) complained, among others, 
that a meeting held following the appointment of a new vice-chancellor at the University of 
Córdoba was deemed by the authorities to be an illegal work stoppage and led to disciplinary 
proceedings against trade union leaders. Subsequently, the status of university workers was 
changed from public officials to public employers, which made the collective agreement invalid.

The Committee, in its discussion, referred to previous decisions by itself as well as opinions 
of the CEACR which found that articles 450 and 451 of the Substantive Labour Code in terms 
of which the strike was declared illegal were not in line with the principles of freedom of 
association. The first reason was that education was not an essential service in the strict sense of 
the term, and strikes could thus not be prohibited. The second reason was that an independent 
body trusted by the parties, rather than the government, should have the responsibility for 
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declaring whether a strike was legal or illegal. The declaration of illegibility was thus invalid, 
and the Committee repeated its request for Colombia to change the relevant articles of the 
Substantive Labour Code.

Case No 2305 (Canada) – Complaint date: 09-OCT-03. Report No 355, 
November 2004
In the case Education International (EI), acting on behalf of the Canadian Teachers’ Federation 
(CTF), the Ontario Teachers’ Federation (OTF) and the Ontario English Catholic Teachers’ 
Association (OECTA), complained that the Government of Ontario has adopted back-to-work 
legislation in the form of the Education and Provincial Schools Negotiations Amendment Act of 
2003 (Bill 28). This was the fifth time that government had passed such legislation in the space 
of five years, and worker organisations had submitted similar complaints in respect of previous 
legislation. 

The worker organisations noted that from 1975 until 1997 teachers had the right to strike under 
the School Boards and Teachers Collective Negotiations Act. There were only two qualifications. 
The first was that principals and vice-principals had to remain on duty. The second was that the 
Education Relations Commission could advise the government when it felt that continuation 
of a strike (or lockout) could mean that affected learners would not complete their courses. The 
Commission had given such advice only in strikes that lasted for 27 school days or longer.

From 1997 the government introduced legislation covering many different aspects of education. 
Four pieces of legislation containing back-to-work provisions were included. The 2003 Act, 
as the fifth such piece of legislation, provided for mandatory arbitration and redefined the 
term “strike” in a way that further restricted the right to strike of teachers. The new definition 
included any action that “may reasonably be expected” to “curtail, restrict, limit or interfere 
with school programmes… [or] the normal activities of a [school] board or its employees.” The 
amendments were passed in reaction to a specific dispute, but applied to all 135 000 teachers in 
Ontario, including large numbers not involved in the specific dispute.

In its response, the Committee highlighted the similarity between this and previous complaints 
in terms of the parties involved, the allegations, the violations of the right to strike, and the 
imposition of arbitration. It therefore did not repeat all its previous arguments. However, it did 
again note that while “unfortunate consequences” might result from a strike in a non-essential 
service, these did not justify restricting the right to strike unless there was danger to life, 
personal safety or health. It also referred to an earlier case in which it had explicitly said that the 
possible long-term consequences of a teachers’ strike did not justify prohibiting such strikes. The 
Committee therefore strongly requested that the government establish a voluntary and effective 
dispute prevention and resolution mechanism and asked to be kept informed of what government 
had done to meet this request.

Case No 1865 (Korea, Republic of ) – Complaint date: 14-DEC-95
This complaint, brought by the Korean Confederation of Trade Unions (KCTU), the Korean 
Automobile Workers’ Federation (KAWF), the International Confederation of Free Trade 
Unions (ICFTU) and the Korean Metal Workers’ Federation (KMWF), did not explicitly involve 
education. The clarification provided in respect of essential services and minimum service is 
nevertheless useful.



51

The complaint was a follow-up on previous complaints and, like previous complaints, covered a 
very wide range of issues. Of particular interest for our purposes is that a new complaint related 
to labour law amendments provided for compulsory arbitration for public sector workers. The 
organisations said that while government had presented its system of “essentially maintained 
services” as representing an agreement between employers and workers that balanced the right 
to strike with the public interest, the legislation moved Korea’s labour relation systems further 
away from international labour standards. Thus the new amendments both expanded the list of 
“essential” public services and provided for “minimum” services in each of these services. The 
organisations argued that this involved “double regulation” of the services and contradicted 
the idea that “essential services” was intended as a way of restricting the right to strike, while 
“minimum services” was intended to protect labour rights. A further problem was that the 
amendments allowed for “replacement” workers beyond minimum services. This contradicted 
the intention of “minimum services”, which was to ensure that the public interest was served 
while still allowing workers to exert effective pressure through withdrawing their labour.

In the government’s response, it noted that the amendments defined minimum services as those 
where interruption would endanger the life, health, physical safety and “daily lives” of the public.

In its discussion of the right to strike, the Committee once again requested that restrictions only 
be applicable to public servants exercising authority in the name of the State and public servants 
in essential services in the strict sense of the term. 

In respect of minimum services, the Committee noted that the amendment of 2006 introduced 
limitations on the right to strike which effectively “wiped out” the benefits of abolishing 
compulsory arbitration, which Korea had previously done after the Committee had requested 
this. The problematic limitations were the possibility of emergency arbitration, minimum 
services and replacement workers. 

According to the KCTU, minimum services were in effect imposed by arbitration rather than 
negotiated, given that workers and employers found it “nearly impossible” to agree on anything. 
In several cases, the Labour Relations Commission had established “excessively high” minimum 
services which would make strikes ineffective. The Committee observed that in this situation, a 
system of compulsory arbitration could, in effect, mean an “absolute prohibition” on the right to 
strike and that this would contravene the right to freedom of association. The Committee again 
emphasised that compulsory arbitration was only acceptable if both parties agreed to it.

5. Recent declarations of education as an “essential service” in 
foreign jursidictions
In a few foreign jurisdictions governments have declared education an essential service, 
prohibited teachers from striking, or at least attempted to do one or both of these things. 

The ILO’s Committee of Experts on the Application of Conventions and Recommendations 
(CEACR) noted this year that certain Canadian provinces, including British Columbia and 
Manitoba, have seen “recurrent problems in the exercise of the right to strike by workers in the 
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education sector.” The Labour Relations Board of British Columbia ordered on 28 February 
2012 that the British Columbia Public School Employers’ Association (BCPSA) and the British 
Columbia Teachers Federation (BCTF) must work with the Board to “designate essential service 
levels.” The CEACR noted that in Manitoba section 110(1) of the Public School Act prohibits 
teachers from engaging in strike action. It also noted reports that “the Government of Ontario 
announced that it would introduce a bill against education workers and school boards that would 
block any possible strike for up to two years and end all negotiations, particularly on teachers’ 
wages.” Similar legislation in Quebec and Saskatchewan is the subject of litigation. The CEACR 
expressed its concern about all these developments.

The CEACR has also expressed concern about Nigeria including “defining “essential services” in 
an overly broad manner.” 

These instances show that some countries are still attempting to declare education as an 
essential service, and that if the government of South Africa were to pursue this course, it would 
not be alone. However, as the legislation and cases reviewed above show, this would not be a legal 
course of action. 

6. In summary
The ILO has a clear definition of essential services, being services for which it is permissible for 
strikes to be totally prohibited. In the strict sense of the term, “essential services” refers only to 
services that, should they cease or be interrupted, endanger the life, personal safety or health 
of the whole or part of the population. It is only in respect of these services, and in respect of 
workers such as police and the judiciary who “exercise authority in the name of the state” that 
strikes may be totally prohibited. President Zuma’s statement that education is an essential 
service, but that this does not take away the right of teachers to strike, thus makes sense only if 
he was using the term “essential services” in a very loose way – and a way that will confuse many 
people about a basic right, namely the right of workers to strike.

The ILO’s Committee responsible for making decisions on this topic has repeatedly said that 
education is not an essential service, and that ordinary public sector teachers do not exercise 
authority in the name of the state. It has repeated this statement in countries from different 
regions of the world, and in respect of a wide range of different circumstances.

While education is not an essential service, there could be cases in which a strike of teachers 
continues for a long time and affects a large number of learners where it might be in line with the 
principle of freedom of association to require that a minimum service be ensured. However, for 
this to be in line with freedom of association principles, worker organisations must participate 
in defining what constitutes a minimum service. In addition, the service must not be defined in 
a way that makes a strike have no effective impact. Instead, the minimum service is intended to 
have some workers back at work while negotiations continue to resolve the dispute.

The discussion of cases by the ILO Committee strongly suggests that the considerations 
prescribed in the South African Constitution for the limitation of any right, including the right to 
strike, would not allow for teacher strikes to be outlawed. 
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The considerations – with a brief response to each – are as follows:

(a)  the nature of the right: A strike is the most powerful weapon of organised workers and thus 
cannot be lightly restricted;

(b)  the importance of the purpose of the limitation: Although essential, education does not fulfil 
the internationally accepted definition of an “essential service”. This definition is repeated 
in South Africa’s Labour Relations Act;

(c)  the nature and extent of the limitation: If education is declared an “essential service” 
there could be a total limitation of the right to strike. A limitation, in the form of ensuring 
minimum services, is only permissible in respect of a particular strike where the strike is 
protracted and affects many learners. Where this is done, workers – through their trade 
unions – must participate in agreeing on the definition of minimum services;

(d)  the relation between the limitation and its purpose: The limitation’s purpose is ostensibly to 
safeguard the education of children. This is an important purpose. Section 29 of the South 
African Constitution guarantees the right to a basic education and section 28 provides that 
“A child’s best interests are of paramount importance in every matter concerning the child”. 
Notwithstanding the importance of the purpose, the “relation between the limitation and 
its purpose” involves an inquiry into the empirical relationship, or lack thereof, between 
curtailing the right to strike and improved education outcomes. The international case law 
provides for the right to strike to be limited, in specific circumstances, only to the extent that 
a minimum service may be required for the  purpose of avoiding danger to health and safety 
while the parties negotiate a solution to the dispute;

(e)  less restrictive means to achieve the purpose: social dialogue, negotiations, improved 
conditions of service for teachers, and various other forms of imposing accountability on 
teachers constitute alternative means to achieve the purpose of ensuring that children’s 
rights to education are met. 

Therefore, it seems that education is not an essential service in South African law, or under 
the international treaties to which South Africa is a party, and cannot be declared an essential 
service in South Africa.
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TEACHERS BY NUMBERS: 
FINDING A WAY IN 
May 2014 

A Numerical Overview of the Teaching Profession
Joshua Maserow

Researcher for the Internal Education and Training Unit (IETU) at EE. 

1. Calling into the void: the numbers we cannot get
This report is an attempt to form a picture of the teaching profession, a base of knowledge 
and evidence, from which to build future Equal Education campaigns addressing the crisis 
concerning the quality and quantity of educators in the public education system.  The scope 
of the project was determined by the following guiding questions. A number of academics and 
researches were invited to answer these questions: 

• Quantity: How many teachers are there? 
• How many should there be?
• Demographics: Who makes up the body of teachers? (Race, class, gender, etc.) 
• Location spread: Where do they work (Primary, secondary, public, private, urban, rural, 

provinces, etc.)?
• Qualifications: What qualifications do teachers have? 
• Employment deficit: How many are qualifying and retiring each year?
• Teacher well-being: What else is known about the teachers (Health, income, stress, etc.)? 
• Training: Where are teachers receiving their training? 
• Avenues: What are the routes into the teaching profession? 
• Foreign influence: How many foreign teachers are in South Africa, and how many are 

employed / unemployed?
• Foreigners and legality: What are the legal constraints with regard to immigrant teachers?
• What is the state of unionisation of teachers(Percentage of the total teacher corps, which 

unions, etc.)? 

The responses I received were instructive but also perplexing: no one could direct me to a current 
study or report, or a clutch of studies and reports, which provide this information. At best, they 
could direct me to where they thought the information might be or to the freely accessible studies 
commissioned by the HSRC on the teaching profession. Most of the studies are several years 
old, meaning the statistics are unlikely to canvass an accurate account of the profession. Martin 
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Gustaffson, a researcher at Stellenbosch University, who also works with the DBE, said, “your list 
of questions would to a fairly large degree require new analysis of a variety of existing datasets.” 
Servaas Van der Berg echoed this sentiment, saying that the numbers are not available in a report 
or document and that PERSAL data is not to be trusted entirely. It is produced by gathering the 
data regarding teacher pay points rather than the physical dispersion of teachers across the 
schools they work at and the provinces they work in.98 This renders questions 4 and 6 difficult to 
answer since these demand a high degree of geographical certainty. 

I was also directed to the DBE’s annual statistical publications “School Realities” and 
“Educational Statistics”.  These reports publish how many teachers there are in the country 
and in each province, the educator to pupil ratio and the educator to school ratio. They do not 
broach any of the other relevant questions, a fact which prompted a visit to the DBE. I tried 
to get direct access to any further, unpublished data that the department possessed regarding 
educators. On the 22nd of April 2014 I went to the Department of Basic Education at 222 Struben 
Street, Pretoria, and requested the statistics from Ms Lebogang Phasha, an EMIS database 
administrator for the DBE. I was asked to state my questions by email. No one met with me in 
person. In response to the email, in which I requested more comprehensive statistics on the 
current state of ‘educators’99 than those published in “School Realities 2013,” Ms Phasha was 
helpful in providing statistics on the gender and race distribution of South African nationals, and 
foreign educators, across the various provinces. These statistics were extracted from the 2013 
Personnel and Salary information system (PERSAL) data. 

From the Department I went to the Reference section of the National Library of South Africa. 
The most current statistics they had on educators, according to the librarian I spoke to, were from 
1996. From there I visited Statistics South Africa (Stats SA) and put in a request for the numbers 
which answer the prevalent set of questions. I was lead to believe that I would receive a response 
about the feasibility of the request by the 30th of April. I received a response from Noeline Dodds 
on the 16th of May informing me that Stats SA could not provide the requisite information on 
educator statistics. Having worked with EMIS in the Free State, where she encountered the kinds 
of data we were looking for, she suggested that I try and contact an EMIS subject specialist who 
may be able to assist. I asked Servaas van Der Berg if he was in contact with any EMIS specialists. 
He informed me that Chris Van Wyk, one of his colleagues, is one of the best. He also stressed that 

98  In March 2015, nearly a year after this research paper was completed, the Centre for Development and Entreprise 
(CDE) released a report: Teachers in South Africa: Supply and Demand 2013-2015 supervised by Dr Charles Simpkins. 
There are a number of passages in the report in which the CDE draws worrying attention to the fact that there are vast 
gaps, inconsistencies and inaccuracies in the available Personnel and Salary Information System (PERSAL) and Annual 
School Survey (ASS) data on educators in service to the public education system:  ‘it was found that the various data 
sources were inaccurate, incomplete or inconsistent in what they include’ (Simpkins, 2015: 8). In the accompanying 
technical report the CDE remarks, ‘No one keeps meticulous, accurate and complete databases. Our analysis shows 
that the Annual Schools Survey (ASS) teacher records are incomplete. And at least 6 per cent of the records that 
do exist contain inaccurate information. It has been reported to us that the Personnel Salary System (PERSAL) is 
also incomplete. The best that can be done is to compile a synthetic data base by comparing the ASS and PERSAL 
information. That task lies in the future. No access to primary PERSAL data was available for this study and we have had 
to work from secondary sources with limited relevant information. We present analyses based on both ASS data and the 
secondary PERSAL data. The two analyses come to different conclusions about the adequacy of current plans for initial 
teacher education’ (Simpkins, 2015: 11).

99 “Educator” should be read as coterminous with “teacher” in this report, following the trend taken by official DBE 
reports. 
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EMIS data will not yield answers to the questions we are asking. On the 21st of May Mathando 
Lukato of Stats SA responded to my overtures and gave me an educator breakdown across gender, 
race and provinces from 2001 census data. Given that the last census in South Africa occurred in 
2011 this data has not been added to this report.

These conversations have helped move the research forward negatively, by revealing the 
questions that cannot, at this point, be answered.100 The correspondence has also indicated the 
willingness of several education researchers to engage with Equal Education. They are:

• Professor Yousuf Sayed, Department of Education, CPUT
• Professor Servaas van der Berg, Department of Economics, Stellenbosch
• Professor Pam Christie, School of Education, UCT
• Professor Brahm Fleisch, Educational Leadership and Policy Studies Unit, Wits
• Professor Mary Metcalfe, The Programme to Improve Learning Outcomes (PILO)
• Jane Hendry, Institutional Planning Department, UCT
• Dr Jean Gamble, School of Education, UCT
• Ms Shaheeda Jaffer, School of Education, UCT
• Dr Nick Taylor, former CEO of JET
• Nic Spaull, Department of Economics, Stellenbosch
• Dr Carolyn McKinney, School of Education, UCT
• Dr Clare Verbeek, School of Education, UCT
• Stephen Taylor, Advisor and Researcher in the DG’s office, DBE 
• Martin Gustaffson, Department of Economics, Stellenbosch
• Paula Armstrong, Department of Economics, Stellenbosch
• Noeline Dodds, Stats SA
• Lebogang Phasha, EMIS administrator, DBE
• Mathando Lukoto, Stats SA
• Thanyani Maremba, Manager: Electronic Product Development Publication Services

2. A Quavering Response: The Numbers We Got
While many of the questions posed cannot be answered fully at this point in time, a significant 
portion of them are dealt with in DBE endorsed statistical reports. Current statistics on the 
total number of educators in the country, number of educators in each province, the national 
and provincial learner to educator ratios (LERs), the national and provincial distribution of 
educators according to race and gender, the nationwide distribution of foreign teachers according 
to race and gender and the attrition rate of educators spanning the period 2009-2012 are present 
in this document. The other statistics furnished, on attrition and its causes, have been levered 
from studies that are a number of years old and, as such, should not be taken as presenting a 
wholly accurate statistical account of the issues afflicting the teaching profession. This area 
requires further inquiry.  

100  As mentioned in the first footnote, the CDE’s report on teacher supply and demand published in March 2015 attempts 
to fill a substantive gap in the available statistics concerning the educator corps. It provides answers to the following 
questions which we could not glean in the first quarter of 2014, the time period during which this research was 
being conducted: How many foreigners are there in the system? Where are teachers receiving their training? What 
qualifications do educators in the system possess? How old are educators?  How many educators are there? How many 
educators should there be? 
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3. Teacher Totals

Table 1. Teacher numbers in the ordinary school sector [public and independent], by 
province (2010 – 2013)
Provinces 2010 2011 2012 2013 Increase/ Decrease
Eastern Cape 69 018 68 499 67 936 66 007 Decrease
Free State 23 850 24 057 24 828 24 475 Increase
Gauteng 70 340 71 532 73 960 74 823 Increase
KwaZulu-Natal 91 926 93 266 94 932 96 057 Increase
Limpopo 58 194 58 016 57 670 57 108 Decrease
Mpumalanga 34 575 34 623 34 664 34 936 Small Increase
Northern Cape 8 846 8 899 8 864 8 972 Small Increase
Northwest 26 006 25 897 25 924 26 194 Steady
Western Cape 35 354 35 819 36 389 36 451 Increase
South Africa 418 109 420 608 425167 425 023 Increase

Sources: Department of Basic Education, “School Realities” (2011, 2012, 2013), “Education Statistics”, 2011.

From the figures reflected in this table it can be deduced that, from 2011 to 2013, the number of 
educators nationally increased by 1.0%. The Eastern Cape was the only province that experienced 
a drop in learner and educator numbers (See: School Realities 2013). 

This increase in gross educator numbers is consistent with a decline over several years of the 
Learner-to-Educator ratio (LER) presented in the statistics published by the DBE   
(see 4. Learner-Educator Ratios). 

Table 2. Growth in teacher numbers by race (1995 – 2007)
Year Black Coloured Indian White

M F M F M F M F
1995 37 429 36 361 4 825 5 417 5 448 4 041 9 236 18 692

1996 21 975      29 407 1 578 1 361 3 534 1 638 5 032 12 481

1997 52 566 69408 5 384 11 769 1 331 5 044 8 800 21 927
1998 8 763 12 079 2 725 5 489 - 1 190 3 090 9 875
1999 35 272 45 948 4 912 3 930 4 322 5 498 5 376 24 036
2000 51 312 81 277 8 147 7 282 1 347 12 512 28 062 70 966
2001 59 681 103 116 8 067 5 645 9 252 10 390 19 220 52 197
2002 58 994 108 430 7 588 7 951 6 132 8 098 18 472 48 513
2003 63 218 91 373 8 550 6 566 9 783 6 161 23 405 42 996
2004 63 001 115 965 9 288 6 020 3 950 8 355 14 244 50 242
2005 72 566 135 861 7 121 4 424 817 3 853 9 995 65 428
2006 80 186 136 588 11 923 11 153 884 5 264 24 011 50 255
2007 77 923 162 594 9 060 21 765 2 716 3 663 10 848 85 647

Source: OHS 1995 – 1999 and LFS 2000 – 2007 
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This indicates that for the black, Indian and white populations, in almost all the years for which 
data is presented, the teaching force is predominantly female. Interestingly, for the coloured 
populations (again with a few exceptions of a few years [1997, 2002 and 2007]) the teaching 
profession is predominantly male.

Table 3. Educator percentage of total provincial and national population
Provinces Total people in 

province
Total educators in Province % of educators 

per province

Western Cape 5882734 35 819 0.6

Eastern Cape 6562063 68 499 1.04

Northern Cape 1145861 8 899 0.77

Free State 2745590 24 057 0.87

Kwazulu-
Natal

10267300 93 266 0.91

North West 3509953 25 897 0.74

Gauteng 12272263 71 532 0.58

Mpumalanga 4039939 34 623 0.86

Limpopo 5404868 58 016 1.07

South Africa 51770560 420 608 0.81

Sources: “Fact Sheet”,Census 2011, Statistics South Africa & DBE, “School Realities”, 2011.

4. Learner-Educator Ratios

Table 4. Learner-educator ratio (LER) in ordinary schools, public and private, by province            
(1999 – 2012) 
Province 1999 2001 2003 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 Better?

EC 36.3 33.2 32.6 32.8 33.3 32 .3 31.3 29.8 29.7 28.7 28.7 Better

FS 30.1 31.2 30.8 29.5 29.3 28 .9 28.7 27.5 27.5 27.4 26.7 Better

Gauteng 29.2 30.7 30.9 29.0 30.7 29 .8 29.5 28.7 28.1 28.3 28.1 Better

KZN 37.1 36.3 35.8 33.6 32.5 32 .4 31.9 31.6 30.5 30.5 30.3 Better

Limpopo 36.0 31.6 33.5 33.9 33.0 33 .2 30.9 29.2 29.3 29.2 29.8 Better

Mpum. 30.2 36.9 35.9 33.0 34.1 32 .7 31.3 29.4 30.0 30.2 30.4 Same

NCape 33.9 30.6 29.4 30.8 30.1 31 .0 29.5 29.4 30.5 30.9 31.3 Better

NWest 30.2 31.0 32.7 31.6 29.5 29 .1 29.3 29.1 29.2 29.5 29.9 Same

WC 32.9 33.7 35.1 30.2 29.8 30 .3 28.8 28.5 28.3 28.3 28.5 Better

RSA 33.7 33.1 33.2 32.0 31.9 31.5 30.5 29.6 29.3 29.2 29.2 Better

Source: Education Statistics, 1999-2012. 
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From 1999 to 2012, the national average LER at ordinary schools in the country decreased from 
33.7:1 to 29.2:1.

Table 5. Learner-educator ratio (LER) for public schools, by province (2007 – 2012) 
Province 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 Better?

EC 31.17 32.22 29.67 29.76 28.72 28.68 Better

FS 28.59 28.89 26.36 27.54 27.38 26.41 Better

Gauteng 29.36 29.59 29.56 28.14 28.26 27.82 Better

KZN 31.54 32.08 31.20 30.56 30.54 29.94 Better

Limpopo 30.89 33.19 28.93 29.34 29.25 29.48 Better

Mpum. 31.14 32.71 29.36 30.04 30.28 30.29 Better

NCape 29.27 30.75 29.07 30.59 30.96 30.79 Better

NWest 29.20 29.12 28.96 29.28 29.62 29.78 Same

WC 28.37 29.84 29.66 28.36 28.36 28.27 Same

RSA 30.37 31.32 29.61 29.37 29.24 29.00 Better

These LERs for public sector schools per province were calculated by Jason Norwood-Young 
using the data on learner and educator per school available in EE’s own online dataset. The 
ratios presented in the DBE’s Education Statistics publication and this EE dataset both seem to 
contradict the declining total number of educators in SA public schools, as shown below. 

5. Contradiction in the numbers

Table 6. Number of Teachers in the SA Public School System (2009 – 2012) 
Year Number of Teachers
2009 419 167
2010 397 151
2011 401 509
2012 394 866

Source: PERSAL October Downloads, 2009 – 2012.

The data provided by the Department’s published statistical reports, cited above, suggest that 
there has been an increase in the total number of educators in the country. The PERSAL data, 
contrarily, suggests there has been a decline. Paula Armstrong cautions against reading this 
difference as showing that the total number of public school educators is decreasing annually 
while the total number of private school educators is increasing on a yearly basis. She suggested 
that a thorough going review of EMIS data may help resolve the contradiction.  Assuming that 
learner numbers are not decreasing, for the LER trend to be consistent with declining annual 
educator numbers it would need to show an increase over the same years for which nationwide 
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public sector educator numbers are available. However, it shows a promising decrease. The 
contradiction therefore remains unresolved. 

According to the CDE report on teacher supply and demand, 22% of teachers were employed in 
KZN, 18% in Gauteng, 17% in the Eastern Cape.101

6. Race and Gender

Table 7. Nationwide educator distribution according to gender in the ordinary schools 
sector
Province Female Male Total

EC  47 321  18 686  66 007

FS  16 563  7 912  24 475

GT  53 754  21 069  74 823

KZ  68 896  27 161  96 057

LP  35 209  21 899  57 108

MP  23 685  11 251  34 936

NC  6 136  2 836  8 972

NW  19 065  7 129  26 194

WC  25 663  10 788  36 451

 Total  296 292  128 731  425 023

Source: SNAP 2013.

These figures show a massive preponderance of female educators. There are 2.3 female educators 
for every male educator. In every province the ratio of female to male educators is at least 2:1, 
except in Limpopo. More than two-thirds of all educators are female (almost 70%). 

101  From the ASS, CDE used data on educators, who were South African citizens between the ages of 22 and 65 to arrive at 
the following profile of the South African teaching force in 2013 (Simpkins, 2015: 16). 
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113 783

247 353

FEMALE
MALE

Figure 1. Public School Teachers by Gender 2013

Source: As per table above.

Table 8. Number of Educators in Public Schools per Race and Gender in 2013

Prov.

Female Male

Grand 
Total  Afr.

 
Asian Col.

 
White

Fem. 
Total  Afr.

 
Asian Col.

 
White

Male 
Total

EC 37 753 186 2 172 2 038 42 149 13 853 121 1 401 711 16 086 58 235

FS 12 199 7 267 2 492 14 965 6 530 3 158 872 7 563 22 528

Gaut. 26 019 1 165 1 245 9 490 37 919 11 185 361 619 2 673 14 838 52 757

KZN 51 999 5 793 685 2 316 60 793 22 264 2 573 252 597 25 686 86 479

Limp. 30 478 28 14 825 31 345 21 126 27 9 304 21 466 52 811

Mpum. 18 700 100 59 1 908 20 767 9 908 69 32 607 10 616 31 383

NW 14 275 74 152 1 647 16 148 5 776 51 85 525 6 437 22 585

NC 2 379 8 1 739 775 4 901 957 6 1 069 243 2 275 7 176

WC 4 497 71 9 804 3 994 18 366 1 596 45 5 624 1 551 8 816 27 182

Total
198 
299 7 432

16 
137 25 485

247 
353 93 195 3 256

9 
249 8 083

113 
783

361 
136

Source: Persal 2013

The ratio of at least 2:1 of female to male teachers seen in (6) holds firm across the categories of 
race, except with Coloured teachers where the ratio is less than 2:1 (1.74:1). 
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33 568
25 386

10 688

AFRICAN

COLOURED
WHITE

ASIAN

291 494

Figure 2. Public School Teachers by Race 2013

Source: As per table above.

7. Foreign Teachers

Table 9. Number of Foreign Educators in Public Schools per Race and Gender in 2013

Prov.

Female Male

Grand 
Total Afr.

 
Asian Col.

 
White

Fem. 
Total  Afr.  Asian Col.  White

Male 
Total

EC 57 83  4 144 111 67  178 322
FS 7 1   8 18 1  19 27
Gaut. 128 5 1 7 141 267 3 4 274 415
KZN 106 12  6 124 529 12 2 543 667
Limp. 17 9  1 27 27 9 2 38 65
Mpum. 96 35  12 143 338 34 3 375 518
NW 23 12  1 36 134 13  147 183
NC 3 5  1 9 8 2  10 19
WC 8 1 1 6 16 29  3 32 48
Total 445 163 2 38 648 1461 141 0 14 1616 2264

Source: Persal 2013

The ratio of foreign African male to foreign African female educators is 3.2:1. The ratio of foreign 
Asian male to Asian female educators is 0.86:1. The ratio of foreign white male to white female 
educators is 0.7:1. 

The ratio of at least 2:1 for South African female to male teachers across the category of race does 
not hold firm for foreign male and foreign female teachers, irrespective of race, present in the 
South African public education sector. 
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According to the CDE report on teacher supply and demand, close to 3% of teachers are foreign 
nationals, with two-thirds of that number coming from Zimbabwe (Simpkins, 2015: 16).102

8. Educator Unions

Table 10. Breakdown as at 31 December 2012
Union EC GP FS KZN LP MP NC NW WP Total
SADTU 45968 29307 13853 57086 43706 25750 5826 18572 12944 253012

NAPTOSA 12508 14805 4171 7346 687 2701 934 3335 9651 56138

SAOU 2957 8090 4925 1244 1174 2452 1581 2242 4197 28862

PEU 380 2807 71 193 7424 1728 128 1210 0 14341

NATU 380 580 416 25424 55 1334 0 284 0 28473

Total 16255 26282 9583 34207 9740 8215 2643 7071 13484 127814

Source: Michael Myburgh, Naptosa

9. Initial Teacher Education (ITE) 
Graduates from initial teacher education (2009-2012) 
According to the CDE report on teacher supply and demand, enrolments in Initial Teacher 
Education (ITE) at Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) have increased from 35937 in 2009 to 
94237 in 2012, which is a 160% increase. The CDE attributes this sharp rise to the fact that the 
‘National Department of education has expended considerable effort and resources to increase the 
provision of ITE programmes at HEIs’. Given the growth in enrolments the number of graduates 
has also increased from 6978 in 2009, nearly doubling to 13708 in 2012. As a result, the percentage 
of new teacher graduates (NTGs) within the educator corps has steadily risen (see table below). 

Table 11. Graduates from initial teacher education (2009 – 2012)
Year Enrolments Graduates Employed 

Educators
Graduates as a 
Percentage of 
Educators

  B Ed PGCE Total B Ed PGCE Total 

2009 35937 4 446 2 532 6 978 413 067 1.69% 

2010 52 063 7 371 59 434 4 917 3 056 7 973 418 109 1.91% 

2011 68 190 11 254 79 444 6 178 4 415 10 593 420 608 2.52% 

2012 81 905 12 332 94 237 8 003 5 705 13 708 425 167 3.22%

            Source: CDE Technical report, p 3. Drawn from Education Statistics in South Africa, 
Trends in Teacher   Education in Ordinary Schools, Education Statistics, 2009-2012. 

102   From the Annual School Survey ASS, the CDE used data on 400756 teachers, who were South African citizens between 
the ages of 22 and 65 to arrive at their profile of the South African teaching force in 2013 (Simpkins, 2015: 16). 



65

However, as the CDE points out, the number of graduates is very low compared to the number of 
enrolments (12). 

Graph 1. ITE Enrolments and Graduations (excluding foreign students) 

Source: CDE report 2015, p 12.

Since 2009 the majority of enrolments and graduates have enrolled and qualified at three 
universities: the University of South Africa (UNISA), North-West University (NWU), and the 
University of Kwazulu-Natal (UKZN). In 2012, UNISA accounted for 52% of all enrolments, 
NWU accounted for 6% and UKZN for 4% of all enrolments. In 2012, 30% of graduates came from 
UNISA, 9% came from UKZN and 8% came from NWU (11). 

Table 12. Educator Throughput: B Ed Graduation Rates (2010 – 2012)
Year                        UNISA                         Other Universities

Total 
Enrolment

Graduates 
in one year

Grad 
Rate

Adjusted 
Grad Rate

Total 
Enrolment

Graduates 
in one year

Grad 
Rate

Adjusted 
Grad Rate

2010 18582 488 2.6% 10.4% 33481 4429 13.2% 52.8%

2011 30086 611 2.0% 8% 38104 5567 14.6% 58.4%

2012 40124 1007 2.5% 10% 41781 6996 16.7% 66.8%
Adapted from: Simpkins, Charles. March 2015. Technical Report, Teacher Supply and Demand in 

South Africa: 2013 to 2025. CDE, p 13. 

As evident in the above graph graduations are low in comparison to enrolments. The CDE 
calculates the graduation rate by expressing the number of graduates as a percentage of total 
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students enrolled in that programme that year.103 Hence, for a four year qualification, like the 
B Ed, the maximum possible graduation rate would be 25%, assuming that enrolment rates 
remains constant from year to year as noted by the CDE in its technical report. We have therefore 
adjusted this to give a more realistic picture of the graduation rate. In fact, the graduation rates 
are still underestimated due to the general increase year-on-year in the intake of new students. 

While the number of enrolments at UNISA has risen by more than 10000 each year from 
2010-2012, the poor graduation rate of distance learning in comparison to contact learning 
suggests that, all things being equal, prospective educator graduates should be encouraged to 
enrol at contact learning institutions to improve their odds of graduating with a B Ed. What is 
evident, according to the CDE report, is that ‘the throughput rates of both contact and distance 
ITE programmes is poor and the outputs are low, and particularly so in the case of distance 
programmes where many students are part time students. Distance education programmes are 
inefficient and overly costly.’104

10. Educator Qualifications 
Teacher Qualification Distribution 
According to the CDE Report on teacher supply and demand, 66% of the educator corps has a 
matric and a three year teaching qualification (M+3), 15% of the educator corps has a matric 
and a four year teaching qualification, and 19% of the teaching corps does not possess a teaching 
qualification from an HEI. Of the 19% without a teaching qualification, 31% are in Kwazulu-
Natal. The 19% of the teaching corps classified as ‘unqualified’ consist of those who have an M+3 
but lack a teaching qualification (9% of the teacher corps) and those who have an M+2 (10% of the 
teacher corps). 

Table 13.  Teacher Qualification Distribution
Level of Qualification Percentage 
Unqualified 19%

M+3 66%

M+4 15%
Source: CDE Report 2015, p 18. 

The report indicates that the majority of teachers build up their qualifications while on the job. 
Between 2012-2013, the nearly 31% of teachers who upgraded from unqualified to qualified while 
in employment exceeded the 22% of NTGs who entered employment for the first time in 2013. 

103  It is worth emphasizing that this formula for working out the graduation rate doesn’t produce an accurate account of the 
NTG throughput rate. As the CDE says, this cannot be worked out without a proper cohort study. ‘Such a cohort study 
has not been undertaken in South Africa, so we do not have actual throughput rates (Simpkins, 2015:12).’

104  Concerning the graduation rate for PGCE NTGs the CDE comments that ‘‘when ITE enrolment and graduation data 
between 2010 and 2012 was analysed, the graduation rate for the one-year PGCE programmes was found to be about half 
of what it could be. For the B.Ed distance education programmes offered by UNISA, where most students study on  a part 
time basis, the rate was even worse, dropping to around 10% of what it could be (13).’ 
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Given that the four year qualification for teachers (either the B Ed or an undergraduate degree 
plus a PGCE) is widely understood to better equip teachers for the demands of the job than 
the previously provided three year qualification, it is worrying that of those entering the 
profession each year 48% is made up of teachers returning to teaching (48%), not NTGs. One 
would expect that the overall level of teacher qualifications would be improving due to the 
better qualifications being obtained by newly qualified teachers, but this is being hampered by 
two trends. Firstly, well-qualified young teachers are not being retained in the system; in fact 
well-qualified teachers in general are proving difficult to retain. Secondly, those who return are 
typically the less well-qualified component of those who left. According to the CDE report, for 
2012-2013, approximately 27000 qualified teachers were added to the pool of qualified teachers 
in the system, and about 29000 qualified teachers left the system. To elaborate further, 93% of 
40 year old educators who left between 2012 and 2013 were qualified, but only 56% of educators 
who returned at age 40 were qualified. Therefore, qualified teachers are more likely to leave 
the system with permanent effect than unqualified teachers. The report says ‘a key finding of 
this research is that pumping more newly qualified  educators into the system will not in itself 
improve the average level of qualification among employed teachers. Every effort needs to be 
made to retain qualified teachers as well.’

11. Teacher Age Profile 
According to the CDE report on teacher supply and demand, the age profile of teachers is 
worryingly uneven, with 45% of teachers in the age range of 40-49 years.  

Graph 2. Teachers by Age (2013)

Source: CDE Report 2015, p 17. 
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The CDE found that the number of teachers in the age range 45-49 was four times higher than 
the number between 30-34. It, in part, attributes this to the heavy decline in ITE enrolments 
in contact colleges between 1994 and 2000, from 71000 to 10000. Correlatively, there was a far 
smaller number of NTGs for the same time period. 

Graph 3. Teachers by Age (2025)

Age profile projections for the teacher force in 2025 (based on age specific, joiner, returner and 
leaver rates) shows that the smallest number of teachers will be in the age range 40-44 and the 
greatest will be 50-59. As the CDE report points out, many teachers choose to retire at or after 55, 
the age at which pensions can be accessed. 

Importantly, this uneven spread of ages has severe implications for school leadership in the 
future. In 2025 teachers in the age range 30-34 years will be 40-44 years, the age bracket from 
which senior management (principal, deputy principle, HOD) is traditionally drawn. Given that 
this is dramatically less than the current cohort of educators between 40-49, less experienced 
teachers may have to be promoted to those positions in the future. 

12. Teacher Supply and Demand: misalignments in the foundation 
phase, mathematics and languages
Phase Misalignments
While the CDE found that demand for teachers in the system over the next 10 years will 
match supply, it also found that there will be shortages in the case of both phase and subjects’ 
requirements. 

At present, for 2013-2017, too many secondary school teachers and too few higher primary school 
teachers are being produced. More than 60% of teachers will graduate as secondary school 

Source: CDE Report 2015, p 18. 
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teachers, while the system needs around 15%. According to the CDE report, around 36% of NTGs 
will graduate as primary school teachers, even though the system requires around 85% of NTGs 
for the primary school phases. 

The proportion of Foundation Phase (FP) NTGs relative to NTGs qualifying to teach in other 
school phases is declining, the number of FP educator graduates in relation to FP educator 
enrolments is too low, and the number of FP educator graduates is too low for the needs of that 
phase.105

Subject Misalignments 
The supply of subject teachers in relation to subject demands in the system is worrying. There 
is an oversupply in some subjects and an undersupply in others. There are serious shortages 
in Mathematics and Languages, particularly in the Intermediate Phase (IP), Grades 4-7 (22). 
Demand is double supply for Languages and Mathematics in these grades. 

Table 14. Distribution of learning areas among graduates: intermediate (Grade 4 – 6) and 
senior phases (Grade 7 – 9)
Learning Area Intermediate Phase Senior Phase

2009 
graduates

Curriculum 
Requirement 
(CAPS)106

2009 
graduates

Curriculum 
Requirement 
(CAPS)

Arts and Culture 8.4% 5.5% 10.4% 7.3% 

Economics and Management 3.3% 0.0% 4.9% 7.3% 

Languages 24.1% 40.0% 10.9% 32.7% 

Life Orientation 14.4% 9.1% 11.6% 7.3% 

Mathematics 12.1% 21.8% 10.3% 16.4% 

Natural Sciences 11.5% 6.4% 10.3% 10.9% 

Social Sciences 14.7% 10.9% 23.1% 10.9% 

Technology 11.5% 6.4% 18.5% 7.3% 

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
Source: CDE Technical Support 2015, p 14. 

As evident in the above table, the most severe shortages are in Mathematics and Languages, 
especially in the intermediate phase. 

In the FET phase, Grade 11-12, the greatest lack of teachers is in languages. Here demand is close 
to double the supply (22). 

105  According to the CDE, ‘the average percentage share of FP graduates over the five years (2008-2012) was about 18% of 
all graduates. But in 2012 FP enrolments constituted some 400000 learners, 33% of all enrolments in ordinary schools’ 
(Simpkins, 2015: 22). 

106 These requirements are articulated in the Curriculum Assessment Policy Statements (CAPS).
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Table 15. Distribution of subjects among graduates and requirement: FET phase          
(Grade 11 – 12)
Subject 2009 Graduates Curriculum 

Requirement (CAPS)

Accounting 9.2% 4.4% 

Agricultural Management 0.2% 0.0% 

Agricultural Sciences 0.1% 2.3% 

Agricultural Technology 0.0% 0.0% 

Business Studies 14.3% 5.5% 

Civil Technology 0.9% 0.2% 

Computer applications Technology 4.9% 1.3% 
Consumer Studies 1.7% 0.9% 

Dance Studies 0.5% 0.0% 

Design 1.3% 0.1% 

Dramatic Arts 0.0% 0.2% 

Economics 3.1% 4.0% 

Electrical Technology 0.3% 0.2% 

Engineering graphics and Design 0.0% 0.7% 

Geography 3.6% 5.8% 

History 4.1% 2.4% 

Hospitality Studies 0.4% 0.3% 

Information technology 1.1% 0.1% 

Languages 14.6% 30.8% 

Life Orientation 6.9% 7.5% 

Life Sciences 7.9% 7.8% 

Mathematical Literacy 3.0% 8.7% 

Mathematics 12.1% 8.4% 

Mechanical Technology 0.6% 0.2% 

Music 0.5% 0.0% 

Physical Sciences 6.5% 5.6% 

Religion Studies 0.6% 0.1% 

Tourism 1.0% 2.2% 

Visual Arts 0.5% 0.2% 

Total 100% 100%
Source: CDE Technical Report 2015, p 15.

In this phase there is an oversupply of mathematics teachers but a large shortage of maths 
literacy teachers is projected (22). 
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According to the CDE, the shortage of language teachers in the three school phases (IP, SP, 
FET) highlights the immediate need to increase enrolments of teaching students who want to 
specialise in languages (23).

Mother Tongue Misalignment
The CDE notes that there is a disturbing lack of teachers in the FP whose mother tongue is 
an indigenous African language. In its report it provides a percentage breakdown of learners 
according to different mother tongue languages: 10% speak Afrikaans, 7% speak English and 83% 
speak an African language.107

Graph 4. Supply-Demand Deficit in Foundation Phase Teacher Graduates per   
Mother Tongue 

Source: Green, Adendorff and Mathebula (2014)108

In 2012 there were not enough FP mother tongue teachers for any language group of learners, 
with Isixhosa the most under-represented language in terms of numbers (23). The CDE points 
out that the shortage of FP mother tongue teachers has damaging implications for the effective 
development of numeracy and literacy by the many learners whose mother tongue is an 
indigenous African language (24). 

107  The report highlights that ‘of the 1275 NTGs expected to graduate in 2009 with an FP qualification, only 13% had an 
African language as their mother tongue (mostly Isizulu speakers), most were Afrikaans (44%) and English (43%) 
speakers (Simpkins, 2015: 23).’

108  W. Green, M. Adendorff, B. Mathebula, 2014 ‘“Minding the gap?” A national foundation phase teacher supply-demand 
analysis 2012-2020,’ South African Journal of Childhood Education 4(2), 2014, 1-23. 
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13. Teacher Attrition and Job Satisfaction
According to the latest PERSAL data, attrition rates, which express the rate at which educators 
leave the system, oscillate between 4% and 10% over one year, between 8.5% and 14% over two 
years, and are roughly 18% over three years.109 These are the attrition rates from 2012. These 
high attrition rates cohere with declining annual educator numbers but seem at odds with the 
annually decreasing LER cited above. This requires further inquiry.

Using PERSAL and ASS data the CDE calculated a net and gross attrition rate for educators in 
2013.110 In the case of both the gross attrition rate and the net attrition rate there was a significant 
discrepancy in the results from the PERSAL and ASS data on attrition. 

Table 16. Attrition rate 2013
Data Source Gross attrition rate Net attrition rate

PERSAL 5.37% 2.73%

ASS 8.31% 3.37%
Source: CDE Technical Report, p 12. 

In its technical report, the CDE believes that both are inaccurate estimates. The PERSAL 
calculation is biased downwards and the ASS is biased upwards. According to the CDE, the 
PERSAL estimate is too low as it assumes a very long average period of completed service, and 
the ASS estimate is too high because of insufficiencies in the data. 

Attrition: to be treated with suspicion
The literature available on attrition is dated and uses tenuous methods to arrive at the data which 
informs its claims. Its value to this report is not for its factual accuracy. It lays out the socio-
economic factors which cause and increase attrition. These factors, which cause and increase, or 
are inter-generative with, attrition rates of educators in the public education system are: low job 
satisfaction,111 low morale,112 HIV/Aids113 heavy workloads,114 low pay, absence of a career ladder, 
the lack of opportunity to up-skill and job security. 

109 Paula Armstrong provided this information. It means over a time period of 1 year. So for example, from 2009 to 2010, x% 
Of teachers leave. Over 2 years, from 2009 to 2011, x% Of teachers leave (i.e. X% of the teachers who were there in 2009).

110 Gross attrition rate is calculated by dividing the number of leaving educators by the total number of educators in the 
system. The net attrition is calculated by subtracting the number of educators joining the system from the number 
leaving the system and dividing that by the total educators in the system. 

111 HSRC study: Potential Attrition in Education,p3. 
112 HSRC study: Potential Attrition in Education,p3.
113 HSRC study: Potential Attrition in Education,p4. 
114 HSRC study: Potential Attrition in Education,p12. 
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Factors affecting workload 

Table 17. How workload correlates to thoughts of leaving the profession
Workload Consider leaving

%                     95%CI

Don’t consider leaving

%                      95%CI

Increased 75.7               (74.6; 76.9) 62.6                (61.2; 63.9)

Remained more or less 
same

15.8               (14.8; 16.8) 23.5                (22.3; 24.7)

Decreased 5.9                 (5.4; 6.6) 9.0                  (8.2; 9.8)

Don’t know 0.4                 (0.3; 0.6) 0.8                  (0.6; 1.0)

Not applicable 
(occupied position for 
less than 3 years)

1.5                 (1.2; 1.8) 2.4                  (2.0; 2.9)

Unknown 0.6                 (0.5; 0.8) 1.8                  (1.5; 2.2)

Total 100.0 100.0

Source: 2005 HSRC study: Potential Attrition in Education, p15. 

This table reveals a correlation between the desire to leave the teaching profession and 
educators’ perceptions of workload. It indicates that a greater percentage of educators who 
considered leaving, than those who did not consider leaving, reported an increase in workload.  
Similarly, a smaller percentage of those who considered leaving, than those who did not consider 
leaving, believed that their workload had decreased over the period under consideration. 
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Factors affecting job dissatisfaction 

Table 18. Significant contributions to job dissatisfaction
Consider leaving education 

(yes/no)

Agree

%                                          95%CI
Teaching provides possibilities for promotion
Yes 38.6                                 (37.4, 39.9)
No 62.2                                (60.8, 63.5)
Teaching provides ample career development opportunities 
Yes 48.0                                (46.6, 49.4)
No 74.5                                 (73.3, 75.7)
I have the opportunity to participate in decision-making on my 
institution’s policies
Yes 73.3                                 (72.1, 74.5)
No 85.3                                (84.3, 86.2)
My workload is not too high
Yes 24.4                                (23.4, 25.5)
No 41.8                                 (40.4, 43.1)
I am satisfied with the content of the policies that affect my job
Yes 32.8                                 (31.6, 33.9)
No 62.7                                 (61.4, 64.0)
My colleagues and I are united in our dedication towards 
teaching
Yes 79.1                                 (77.9, 80.3)
No 91.9                                  (91.1, 92.6)
Teaching provides me with job security 
Yes 53.3                                 (52.0, 54.6)
No 71.9                                  (70.6, 73.1)
Teaching offers reasonable working hours (despite extra-
curricular activities)

                           

Yes 70.9                                 (69.5, 72.1)
No 85.5                                 (84.5, 86.3)
Most of my learners/students are well disciplined
Yes 60.2                                  (58.7, 61.6)
No 80.0                                  (79.0, 81.1)

I receive recognition for my work as an educator
Yes 57.1                                  (55.7, 58.6)
No 86.4                                 (85.5, 87.3)

 Source: HSRC study: Potential Attrition in Education, p19.
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In the table on the previous page, those who say ‘yes’ are potential leavers and those who say 
‘no’ plan to stick with their careers as educators. This table reveals that a perceived absence 
of the options mentioned in the questions tabled contribute to the desire to leave the teaching 
profession.115 

Factors affecting job stress 

Table 19. Significant factors contributing to job stress
Consider leaving education Agree 

%                                            95%CL

Performing tasks not in my job description

Yes 59.5                                    (58.3, 60.6)

No 50.7                                    (49.3, 52.1)

I experience negative attitudes towards the education 
department

Yes 54.2                                    (52.9, 55.5)

No 31.8                                    (30.5, 33.1)

I experience stress with the preparation/assessment 
involved in applying the OBE approach

Yes 78.4                                    (77.3, 79.4)

No 61.0                                    (59.7, 62.2)

I experience stress arising from the implementation of 
new curricula, pass requirements and reporting systems

Yes 78.4                                    (77.3, 79.4)

No 59.9                                    (58.5, 61.2)

Source: HSRC study: Potential Attrition in Education, p21. 

As in the table immediately above, ‘Yes’ refers to potential leavers; ‘No’ refers to those who plan to 
stay. This table follows the same logic as the one preceding it: a greater percentage of those who 
wish to leave the teaching profession cite the tabled factors as contributing to job stress than the 
percentage of those who do not consider leaving the profession.

115   Again, these conclusions are drawn from a study that has aged, makes use of a dubious methodology for the acquisition 
of information and has questionable representative reach. Its value is in showing the kinds of factors which contribute 
to job dissatisfaction rather than in providing a definitive statistical picture of said factors. 
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Morale

Table 20. Impact of morale at work on consideration to leave
Level of morale Consider leaving 

education (%)
Do not consider leaving 
(%)

High morale 28.4 49.1
95% CI (27.0, 29.8) (47.5, 50.8)
Neither high nor low morale 15.8 17.4
95% CI (15.0, 16.7) (16.5, 18.4)
Low morale 21.2 7.6
95% CI (19.9, 22.6) (6.8, 8.4)
Morale varies from time to time 34.3 25.4
95% CI (33.2, 35.5) (24.2, 26.7)
Unknown 0.3 0.5
95% CI (0.2, 0.4) (0.3, 0.8)
Total 100.0 100.0

Source: HSRC study: Potential Attrition in Education, p22. 

This table reveals a relationship between morale and the desire to leave or stay in the teaching 
profession. Of those educators who claim to have high morale, the percentage for those who do 
not consider leaving is nearly double those who do consider leaving. For those who consider 
leaving, the percentage is slightly greater than a quarter. Of those educators who claim to have 
low morale, the percentage of those who consider leaving is almost three times higher than the 
percentage of those who do not consider leaving education. Also worth noting is that a significant 
percentage of those who consider leaving acknowledge that their morale varies. 

14. Attrition and HIV/AIDS
Overview

Table 21. HIV/AIDS in the teaching profession
12.7% of all educators are HIV positive
25-34 years: 21.4%
35-44: 12.8% 
55 and older: 3.1% 
Black Africans: 16.3%
White, Coloured, Asian/Indian combined: less than 1%.
More than 22% need ARVs

Source: Educator Supply and Demand in the South African Public Education System (2005).



77

The HIV/AIDS infection rate is inversely proportionate to educator age: it descends as age 
increases. The HIV/AIDS infection rate of Black Africans is far higher than the total combined 
infection rate of Coloured, Indian/Asian and White teachers. 

Morale and HIV/AIDS 

Table 22. Morale and HIV/AIDS
High 
morale

(%)

Neither 
high nor low 
morale (%)

Low 
morale

(%)

Morale 
varies from 
time to 
time (%)

Unknown 

(%)

Total 

(%)

Affected 30.4 17.0 18.9  33.5 0.2 100

95%CI (28.7;32.2) (15.9,18.2) (17.4;20.5) (32.1;35.0) (0.1;0.3) 100

Not 
Affected

40.8 16.3 13.3 28.8 0.8

Source: HSRC study: Potential Attrition in Education, p24. 

15. Factors external to the education profession which entice 
teachers away 

Table 23. Pull factors influencing teachers to leave the profession
Factors Percentage

Teach outside SA 4.1

Teach at private institution 3.9

Change to another career 24.6

Go back to university/college and study something 
different

4.4

Better salary 52.3

Other 9.2

Unknown 1.5

Total 100.0

Source: HSRC study: Potential Attrition in Education, p7. 

In the HSRC study, Potential Attrition in Education more than half of teachers cited a better 
salary as the fundamental reason for moving into another profession. Almost a quarter cited a 
change to another career as the fundamental reason for leaving the teaching profession. 

Teachers By Numbers: Finding A Way In



Taking Equal Education into the Classroom78

Table 24. Teachers who feel they earn an inadequate salary causing them to want to 
leave the profession
Consider leaving Earn inadequate salary:

Male (%)

Earn inadequate salary:

Female (%) 
Yes 62.3 51.4

No 37.7 48.5

Unknown 0.1 0.1

Total 100.0 100.0

Source: HSRC study: Potential Attrition in Education, p13. 

More than 10% more of the male educators who consider leaving the profession believed they 
earned an inadequate salary than the percentage of female educators who consider leaving. 
Inversely, more than 10% more of female educators who did not consider leaving than the 
percentage of male educators who did not consider leaving believe they earn an inadequate 
salary. This suggests that an inadequate salary is a bigger factor for men than it is for women 
in deciding whether to stay or leave the profession. The reasons for this demand further 
exploration.

Table 25. Teachers who believe their salary is inadequate by province
Consider 
leaving

WC

(%)

GT

(%)

EC

(%)

NC

(%)

FS

(%)

KZN

(%)

NW

(%)

MP

(%)

LP

(%)

Yes 75.0 70.1 43.3 65.5 62.4 52.0 55.1 55.9 49.6

No 25.0 29.9 56.6 33.9 37.4 47.9 44.8 44.1 50.3

Unknown 0 0 0 0.5 0.2 0.1 0.1 0

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Source: HSRC study: Potential Attrition in Education, p13. 

 ‘Yes’ refers to those potentially leaving, ‘no’ refers to those who do not plan to leave. Notably, 
of those who consider leaving in the Western Cape, three-quarters believe they receive an 
inadequate salary. The next highest province is Gauteng, where over two-thirds of educators who 
consider leaving believe they receive an inadequate salary. 

16. Way Forward 
The guiding questions that have not yet been answered at all are: 4) location spread, 7) avenues 
into the profession and 11) immigrants and legality. A lot of research needs to be done before 
EE has a sufficient knowledge base from which to launch a campaign targeting the teaching 
profession. These statistics on educators, in conjunction with the extant EE research on the 
teaching profession and the informative presentations given by the presenters at the Roundtable 
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in September 2014, will give the organisation and its members a clearer vision of the nature and 
core problems inherent to the profession. The next step is to grow this knowledge and creatively 
strategize ways in which EE can positively contribute to improving this vexed area of the 
education system. 

Teachers By Numbers: Finding A Way In
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SOME THOUGHTS ON TEACHERS
Presentation to EE Roundtable, 19 September 2014
Brahm Fleisch

Professor Brahm Fleisch currently works at the Educational Leadership and Policy Studies Unit, 
University of the Witwatersrand.

1. Introduction 
My presentation is largely based on work in Gauteng. My focus is quite urban, in schools that 
are relatively privileged and are certainly not representative of rural parts of South Africa. I 
want to talk about some of the broader issues related to teachers. I want to talk about some of the 
qualitative insights that we developed that went along with some of the large scale interventions 
of our current work in Pinetown, KwaZulu-Natal. And it is specifically looking at teachers. 

2. Disaggregate teacher corps and career trajectories
Now the most important insight that has occurred to me around teaching, that I think EE needs 
to take very seriously, is that we need to disaggregate the teacher corps. We can’t look at teachers 
as if they are all the same. 

I looked at the age profile of teachers in Gauteng. I looked at Grade 4, Grade 9 and Grade 12 
teachers. The majority of our teachers in this group were in the age range 39-59. So the majority 
of our teachers are middle-aged, late middle-aged, and generally in the second twenty years of 
their professional career. 

I didn’t look at attrition rates but I suspect that in a period with low growth rates there are 
very few teachers exiting the system. So we’re looking at a teacher force that is relatively well 
established. It’s been in practice, across the board, for an extended period. And they will remain 
in the system. They’re not looking like they will exit any time soon. 

There is a small group of recently graduated teachers, from university, but they are anywhere 
from 10-15% of the system. I think that’s a very important thing to frame the way we think  
about it. 

There is international research which suggests that generation X and Y teachers have very 
different understandings of their careers in education. We haven’t done this research in South 
Africa but I suspect it’s a similar thing, where young teachers don’t necessarily see themselves as 
having a lifelong profession. They’re likely to have multiple careers, particularly if there’s a strong 
economy and there is space in the economy for teachers with skills moving in and out of the 
system. We don’t know that for sure but I suspect that would be the case. 
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Another important insight we’ve noticed is that a large group of our first year students, at the 
Wits School of Education, are likely to come from the bottom end of matric marks. In contrast 
to many of the older teachers, who would generally have been one or two of the learners who 
would have got a matric exemption and gone on, we’ve got a mixed group of teachers coming 
into the profession now who are not necessarily thinking of a conventional 40 year career path 
in education. They are much more likely to change, to shift, to have multiple careers. That’s an 
important thing to think about when thinking about teachers. 

3. Teachers’ Policy Responses
The second insight comes from working with one of my Master’s students who did interviews 
in Alexandra about four years ago using the Foundations for Learning Campaign,  which was the 
first systematic attempt to use lesson plans across the system. He interviewed teachers about 
their responses to the lesson plans. He also looked at the international literature. He identified, in 
the qualitative research, that there were four categories of teachers (although the names for the 
categories are mine).

Early Adopters 
There was a small group of teachers best described as early adopters. A very small number of 
driven and dynamic teachers, who take initiative, fit into this category. Often, policy is geared 
towards these rare teachers. 

Positively Compliant 
The majority of teachers fit into the category of being positively compliant. These are teachers 
who are committed to being teachers. They will follow instructions and they will find benefit in 
the new curriculum, new assessment, and new materials. They essentially use education policy 
in a way that will help them in their teaching practice. 

Passively Compliant
An equally large group, and again we don’t know the actual measure of the size of these groups, 
are teachers that are passively compliant. They do what they are told to do but they’re not actively 
engaged, they’re not thinking of the benefits of these initiatives. They’re there to serve their time 
and do what needs to be done. 

Resistors
And then there’s a small group of teachers best described as resistors. They will vocally, actively 
and, in many cases, underhandedly undermine the system. For example, in the case of lesson 
plans, they would not follow the lesson plans. Or they would actively say that they would refuse to 
use these resources. They’re quite a small group within the system. Our research suggests there 
is probably a gendered and an age component to this. Men, particularly senior phase and FET 
teachers are generally more likely to be resistors. Obviously more research needs to be done in 
understanding what the size of these various categories are. 
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4. GPLMS and Trust
Lesson Plans and Teachers’ Work
Our third insight has to do with our work in the Gauteng Primary Language and Mathematics 
Strategy (GPLMS). This was a strategy initiated in 2010 that was supposed to be, and has largely 
been, effective in improving literacy and mathematics in Gauteng in about 1 000 schools. An 
assumption was that the schools would use multiple interventions, including new lesson plans, 
including new high quality learning resources and one-on-one coaching. There have been 
really interesting insights coming through. Every year I would spend a week in schools, doing 
interviews and observations, talking to teachers about the lesson plans. What is very clear from 
the work I have been doing and my discussions with teachers over the years is that teachers have 
mixed feelings about lesson plans but are largely positive. There are some features they find 
problematic. They found the lesson plans to be extremely demanding from a work perspective. 
The lesson plans have a pace and intensity that’s quite unusual and it takes them a while to adapt 
to it. They do feel liberated from the heavy task of developing their own lesson plans without 
necessarily having the intellectual resources to do all of them. So in many respects, teachers 
within the context of a change system, feel ambivalent about the change system particularly if it 
requires substantial additional work and a new rhythm, a new work routine which is much more 
intensive. However, if it does prove to be much more effective they will buy into it, particularly if 
it relieves them of some of the other stresses associated with the work. 

There are two other insights which have come out of the work with the GPLMS which are 
important: 

Fellow Teachers 
Teachers have a deep distrust of each other in our system. I assumed that there would be a strong 
sense of togetherness amongst teachers but it turns out differently because teachers often feel 
deeply inadequate in the public perception and they’re told they’re not doing what they need 
to do. In the language of the MEC a couple of years ago, Ignatius Jacobs, they’ve “betrayed the 
African Child”. Teachers feel deeply inadequate and insecure about their work. So there is a sense 
of guarding, of not wanting to reveal one’s work too much to outsiders and certainly not to fellow 
teachers. That creates a serious stumbling block to developing a common development project 
amongst teachers. 

HODs, Deputy Principals and Principals
A similar kind of insight is there about the crucial role of HODs, deputy principals and principals. 
Schools are sites where there is a conventional hierarchy. Teachers are deeply sceptical of 
the professional capabilities of HODs. In terms of where the instructional leadership should 
be located, it should be found in that interconnection. We’ve found there is a deep distrust of 
teachers for their immediate supervisors. Teachers are not convinced they have the content 
knowledge or the supervisory skills required to fulfil the function they are supposed to fulfil. This 
reinforces the crucial problem within the system existing between teachers and HODs, deputy 
principals and principals. 
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5. Dealing with learner backlogs: Defensive Teaching
This again comes from an insight I’ve had with a Master’s student’s work on the use of textbooks. 
This student produced one of the most interesting case studies I have ever had. She observed 
a lesson where the teacher was using the DBE workbook, English additional first language in 
Grade 4. She was teaching a little passage called “The Flood”. It was a passage with about 330 
words, pegged at the curriculum level, in a Sesotho/isiZulu medium school but the lesson was in 
first additional language, English. The description of the lesson was as follows: the lesson begins 
with the teacher having a conversation in isiZulu with the learners about the flood – an animated 
conversation with key concepts around the flood. The first five-seven minutes is a discussion in 
isiZulu. The next part of the lesson is the reading, the English text on the flood. It’s a story about 
a boy who rescues his youngest sibling because the floodwaters are rising. He wakes up, realises 
it and remembers his cell phone has a torch. So he switches on the torch and he rescues his sister 
and they go to the neighbour who is on higher ground. It’s a nice story, at the appropriate level, 
and the context is relevant. The teacher reads the passage and then gets one of the learners in 
the class to read it again. Then she reads it line by line and the kids appear to be reading it using a 
kind of repeat method. It’s very clear from what happens afterwards, when the teacher shifts back 
to isiZulu for an explanation of what the story is about, due to the fact that the kids can’t read the 
story, because their reading skills and speeds are not sufficiently developed and they don’t have 
the vocabulary. So the teacher is being very sensitive to the realities of the kids in the class. She 
understands very clearly that she is dealing with kids who haven’t developed the vocabulary or 
the reading ability needed to manage the standard grade 4 story. For the last step in the lesson she 
writes the answers on the board to the exercise in the DBE workbook. The kids then write out the 
teacher’s answers in their workbooks. Her explanation for doing this is that the HOD is going to 
check that the kids have been working in their workbooks. 

What’s the significance of this story? I think there are lots of different pieces. It is about learners 
and their reading performance but it is also about what is best described as defensive teaching. 
The Teacher had to manage a complex situation where policy compliance, curriculum coverage 
and the realities of the kids were at odds, or in tension. This is what some have called ‘the 
overambitious curriculum’ or what I would call ‘the learning backlogs’. Teachers are struggling 
in this incredibly complex space between increasing pressure to be curriculum compliant and 
very clear backlogs that exist in the system very early on. By Grade 4, when kids are shifting from 
learning in the first language to learning in the first additional language, children have massive 
backlogs. Teachers have to catch them up and manage a relatively fast moving curriculum 
concurrently. They’re doing it in defensive ways. It is not essentially contributing a whole lot to 
actually addressing the issues in South African education. 

Some Thoughts On Teachers
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THOUGHTS ON ACCOUNTABILITY: 
TEACHERS THAT CAN’T, AND 
TEACHERS THAT WON’T
Presentation to EE Roundtable, 19 September 2014
Servaas van der Berg

Van der Berg is a Professor of Economics in the Research on Socio-Economic Policy Unit at the 
University of Stellenbosch. He holds the National Research Foundation’s South African National 
Research Chair in the Economics of Social Policy.

1. How Much do Children Learn in School? 
In a study that Nick Taylor led we found that 1/7 of Grade 5 children could answer this question 
(in the slide below). Think of the consequences for a child who can’t answer this question in 
society anywhere. Remember that the answer can also be obtained by backward counting. 

What does covering the times table three times a week mean if you can’t answer two times four? 
It simply means that counting-on is all that has occurred. 

In this presentation I’m going to focus on primary education because I think that’s where we have 
to get things right before we can move on to the other things.  
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This graph compares marks achieved in school tests (continuous assessment) against marks 
achieved in the externally set and moderated matric exams. As you can see almost everyone is 
doing better on school tests. Therefore these tests are not giving learners an accurate indication 
of how they’ll do in their exams. And as you can see it is worst in worse-performing- schools. 
The graph uses higher grade Mathematics, as it was then probably the best case scenario for 
quality assessment. The scores on the continuous assessment are, for the majority of learners, 
not indicative of what they will score in their final exams. The information that goes to parents 
and children is simply inadequate, which means one cannot have the appropriate response from 
learners, parents and the community because parents largely – and I’m thinking here of less 
educated parents who don’t know what should be happening in good schools – don’t discover this 
until their children fail matric. Or they start failing in Grade 10 because of being held back when 
schools want to improve their matric pass rate.

I think active teaching time is the most important resource in education. If we don’t have active 
teaching, the rest falls away. 
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In North West Province, Carnoy and others found that only 40% of lessons are being taught. Let 
us not even say anything about the quality of the lessons being taught and how much of the work 
was covered. 

Chisholm basically says that teachers bunk because they don’t like teaching and they don’t like 
teaching because they are not confident and they’re not confident because they’re not trained in 
the subject. So that is one perspective of it: it is a lack of confidence deriving from a lack of subject 
knowledge.

If we consider the first two bullets, that’s well into the second half of the year and they had not 
written a paragraph. The longest thing they had written was a sentence. 

Only 60% had done more than 5 “complex calculations” by September/October. 

If one looks at the distribution across schools, one finds in SACMEQ (the Southern and Eastern 
Africa Consortium for Monitoring Education Quality), for instance, 50% of learners in the 
poorest schools say they get homework most days of the week. And usually they would tend to 
exaggerate. Clearly there are differences as to how much people are exposed to something as 
simple as homework. 

And then we have the problem of teacher absenteeism. Self-reported teacher absenteeism in poor 
schools is double that in richer schools. Teacher absenteeism in 2007, which was a high strike 
year (which should be taken into consideration), was 24 days. That’s 12% of the school year, 1/8 of 
the school year is gone. It is much better, but still too high, in the richest 25% of schools.
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There are about 80 maths topics that are supposed to be covered in Grade 4. In the historically 
black and coloured parts of the system, only 1/4 of students were in schools where they had 
covered 25 topics. If one compares that to the historically white schools there is quite a different 
situation, where 3/4 of students were in schools in which 25 maths topics were covered. 

With literacy exercises, the interesting thing there is that things do improve in the historically 
coloured schools, the gap is narrowed, but not in the historically black schools.

For learning to take place, two things are needed: teacher time and effort, and teacher knowledge 
and ability. I think, when talking about teacher ability, it is important to distinguish between 
teachers’ subject knowledge and teachers’ ability to teach, how to convey what needs to be 
conveyed. 

Thoughts On Accountability: Teachers That Can’t, And Teachers That Won’t
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We know that teacher subject knowledge is problematic in South Africa. My view is that in the 
lower levels of the schooling system the problem may rest more heavily on teachers’ ability to 
teach. I don’t think our ability to teach kids simple numeracy and literacy is so limited by poor 
teacher subject knowledge. I will show results below which support this view. 

If both time and effort are absent, it does not matter how good the teacher is. On the other hand, 
if one simply increases teaching time and teachers are not able to teach, we still have a problem. 
Both those things need attention.

Looking at SACMEQ, a test conducted in 15 African countries, we controlled for everything else, 
and looked at how much teacher subject knowledge made a difference to scores. The answer 
is that it does not account for very much. The only way this would make sense is if schools are 
so dysfunctional that whether a teacher knows more does not make a difference because little 
teaching takes place. If that is the case, there is a serious problem that cannot be dealt with by 
simply more training. It needs to be dealt with by setting up accountability structures.

Regarding the two countries highlighted, South Africa and Swaziland, Swaziland performs 50 
points better than South Africa; that’s more than half a standard deviation better. To put it in 
different terms, that’s more than one year of learning. Swazi children in Grade 6 are, on average, 
one year ahead of South African children in Grade 6.
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The graph above shows the role poverty plays in this. Each dot represents a school. The schools 
on the left are poor and the schools on the right are rich. As schools become richer, generally, 
we see better performance, although we do see some poorer schools doing well and some richer 
schools doing worse than we would expect, considering their wealth status.

Regarding poor children, South Africa is performing more than half a standard deviation below 
the performance of poor children in other African countries. There is a bigger learning backlog 
for poor South African children in comparison to poor children in other African countries. The 
reason is not poverty alone, because poor children in these other countries perform better. The 
reason is not subject knowledge, because the subject knowledge of teachers in many of these 
other countries is not much better than South Africa’s teachers. It must be a combination of 
subject knowledge and the other factors which determine what happens in the classroom. 

Thoughts On Accountability: Teachers That Can’t, And Teachers That Won’t
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A few years ago we did a study with the Western Cape Education Department, in 45 schools – 
not a fully representative sample but enough to get a perception of broad underlying problems. 
We asked Grade 1 teachers: how many of your students are usually on track when you first start 
working with them at the beginning of the year? And how many are on track at the end of the 
year? They thought that half the children were on track at the beginning of the year, but that they 
leave them in a much better state at the end of the year, where about 80% are on track. One would 
presume that Grade 2 teachers then say that about 80% of those they get are on track – but that’s 
not what they think. And Grade 3 teachers, the same thing. All of them, in their own perception, 
are doing a good job, but the teacher in the next grade does not think so. 

What is the reality? Only 22% of those in Grade 3 are on track. Teachers are completely 
overestimating what they are doing – the quality and level of what they are doing. 
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The biggest problem here is that teachers simply don’t know that they are not performing at 
appropriate levels. A correction of behaviour depends on having knowledge of the need for that 
correction.

We recently participated in a study for the Human Rights Commission on child poverty. In that 
we emphasised what we thought should be the central goal of our education system: every child 
should read. If one starts with that, it is possible to build other things around it. 

In East Africa there is an organisation called Uwezo which runs community based surveys, where 
they go into households and test children and give the results to the parents immediately after 
testing. Those tests are also used as a survey to find out what the general quality of education is 
like. 

Thoughts On Accountability: Teachers That Can’t, And Teachers That Won’t
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Something similar is found with some Indian NGOs, which publish pieces in the newspaper, 
which say something like ‘a Grade 3 student should be able to read this in 3 minutes’. This is 
empowering to parents, putting them in a much better position when they engage with schools. 

So to conclude, teachers need to be in class teaching and there needs to be no tolerance for 
teachers who don’t follow this maxim. Also, we have thus far not found a single in-service teacher 
training programme which changes the impact teachers have in the classroom. It may be that 
conditions in schools prevent teachers from responding positively. It is something we need to 
deal with.
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VISIBILITY AND PEDAGOGIC AGENCY: 
INVESTIGATING THE EPISTEMIC 
POTENTIAL OF SYSTEMIC TESTS
Presentation to EE Roundtable, 19 September 2014
Ursula Hoadley

Hoadley is Associate Professor of Education in the School of Education at the                                          
University of Cape Town.

My presentation is based on research in the SPADE  (Schools Performing Above Demographic 
Expectations) project, and specifically a paper on testing that I wrote with my colleague 
Jo Muller. In relation to the concern of the roundtable the paper addresses issues of 
professionalism, coming at it in relation to testing. The implicit argument running through 
the paper is the consideration of issues of curriculum, pedagogy and professionalism in a new 
context of heightened measurement and accountability of which testing forms part. These 
features of the educational context dominate currently, however much we may rail against their 
negative effects and the ways in which education is being reconfigured accordingly. The paper, 
specifically, questions whether there are aspects to testing in the current South African context 
that are potentially supportive of enhanced professional practice.

The paper begins with a review of the testing literature, where there are predominantly 
critics and some advocates. The advocates, educational psychologists who design these tests, 
emphasise the positive benefits of testing, stressing that tests provide more reliable grading 
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than teachers. Tests signal mastery to learners and parents. Tests signal what content is 
important to schools and they promote greater curriculum consistency across schools. This last 
point about consistency is an important part of the social justice argument for testing, where 
testing highlights academic inequalities and opens up the possibility for equitable allocation of 
resources.  

The critics of systemic tests

• neoliberal governance & new public 
management

• perverse (unintended) effects
- Teaching to the test (narrowing)
- limits breadth & depth
- impugns teacher professionalism

In the critique, testing is cast largely as a technology of control where teachers and learners 
alike are deprived of any agency in the process. Tests are seen as tools of neoliberal forms of 
governance. Critics also focus on the perverse, often unintended, outcomes of testing, such 
as teaching to the test and the omission of curriculum content and subjects that aren’t tested. 
Critics also point to a surface, atomized approach to teaching engendered by tests, although 
the evidence here is thin. Finally, there is the critique that testing is part of the audit culture, 
undermining teacher professionalism, and driving and determining instruction rather than 
supporting it. 

We are not arguing that the critiques don’t make valid points. Rather that the critique is too 
totalizing and doesn’t ask about the possible internal educational goods of testing. What we 
suggest in the paper is that the effects of testing may in fact be ambiguous, as some have recently 
described them.
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There are a number of critical points that emerge from the literature that I want to highlight 
before looking at the data from the South African context that we analysed. Firstly, in the 
literature, not everyone is talking about the same thing. The ultra high stakes testing of the US 
cannot be meaningfully compared to the lower stakes systems of Australia and low stakes in 
South Africa.116 Ultra high stakes eclipse the diagnostic potential of tests, and should not be 
defended. But the pernicious effects may be triggered by the stakes attached, and not the tests 
themselves as a technology. These are often run together. 

The second point that I want to briefly raise, and it is one encountered in the South African 
context, is what Stern calls a ‘paranoid reading’. In relation to testing, tests are already known 
as a policy product of a neoliberal market logic, and the rest follows. This kind of reading has a 
number of effects, but importantly for this paper is that it passes over the teachers rather quickly, 
leaving out the possibility of their pedagogic agency. Here the teacher is cast in the role of passive 
victim of a totalising regulatory control of which testing is an integral part. But the proponents 
of testing also foreclose agency. They focus too often on the achievement outcomes of testing, 
constructing the familiar black box of the pedagogic work that produced the scores. 

Finally, there are two recent interventions in the debates that help to think about how we 
might make different claims about testing. The first is from Yates, who highlights the societal 
benefits of testing, along the lines of the social justice argument raised earlier. But she also 
argues that testing is not going to interrupt class inequality. This is because publicly available 
test results push up middle class competitive anxiety, and the lengths that parents will go to 
maintain their competitive advantage. We’re not making a big equity argument. Parlo Singh’s 
work suggests that testing can do something more modest, and this is the little equity argument 
of the type that we make. She raises the notion of dilemmatic spaces, where teachers explore 
‘possibilities of working differently with assessment data’ beyond the ‘paranoid reading’. In these 
spaces where teachers have paradoxical and ambivalent feelings towards standardised testing 
regimes they are helped to work through them. This entails first building trust with threatened 
teachers, helping them to look at the test results more analytically, pushing beyond anxiety to 
co-construct strategies from the test data. In this way the teachers ‘face themselves differently’, 
they simultaneously ‘engage’ and ‘distance’ themselves from ‘individual students and their own 
teaching practice’. I’ll come back to this specific point of facing themselves differently later.

Visiblity And Pedagogic Agency: Investigating The Epistemic Potential Of Systemic Tests

116 A high stakes test is one in which a great deal hinges on the outcome, usually for the student, but possibly also the 
teacher or the school. 
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What we were interested in then was a set of schools in which the response to testing was 
surprisingly positive in a series of interviews. We explored some of the implications of these 
responses in the light of the literature. In the paper we talk about the specific context of testing 
in South Africa. Just two points I want to highlight. One is that our history of national systemic 
testing is new, and largely immature. It is low stakes with weak accountability and diagnostic 
mechanisms. The second point I want to highlight is that the system is characterised by low 
levels of teacher professionalism, and a strong collective culture amongst teachers.

The data that we report are interviews of HODs, principals and teachers at 14 schools within the 
SPADE project. This broader project has aimed to identify features of low quintile schools that 
are ‘punching above their weight’, albeit marginally. Schools in this study are responding both 
to the ANAs and the WCED tests here, the latter having slightly higher stakes than the ANA, 
being externally administered and moderated, i.e. harder to game, and having some financial 
rewards attached to better performance. Nonetheless both are low stakes. This research focuses 
on schools in the Western Cape. We make no claims about what is going on in provinces where 
only the ANAs are operational. What we seek to do through the analysis of data is challenge 
the totalising critique of testing in the literature and the paranoid readings common place in 
South Africa and set the effects of testing within a conceptual frame of instruction, in particular 
evaluation.
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What we want to see is testing as part of a broader notion of evaluation. Many of the debates 
around testing focus on political considerations. What the paper attempts to do is bring to the 
fore the potentially positive role and effects of testing in the teaching and learning situation. 

What tests do is to reveal a particular set of codes around pedagogy. In other words, what is 
made available to whom? They make distinctions between teachers’ strengths and weaknesses, 
between teachers in different subjects and they also make distinctions between students. They 
allow students to be academically distinguished. 

In relation to the pedagogic code, what we found in the series of interviews we had with 
Principals, HODs and teachers was that there is a greater awareness of content weakness and 
a mobilisation across all schools to address problem areas. Schools were extending the school 
day, they were employing additional personnel in order to try and meet the pacing requirements 
of the curriculum. In relation to this transmitter code, schools could begin to see strengths and 
weaknesses between teachers and problematic content areas.

Visiblity And Pedagogic Agency: Investigating The Epistemic Potential Of Systemic Tests
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What we find in this data, with the transmitter code, is a shift to a much stronger individual and 
performance based order in the school which seems to be partly driven by the tests. This is a 
move away from a very strongly collectivised culture which research has shown dominates in 
these low performing schools. 

Visibility of results allows for streaming of students. There were streaming practices across all 
fourteen schools. Learners are recognised in relation to their difference. Students were streamed 
according to academic performance and those with learning difficulties were identified and 
received remedial teaching. 

Although responses were overwhelmingly positive, there were ambivalent and negative issues 
raised. These related largely to the meaning of shifts in results over time, and trying to decipher 
changes up or down in test results (also a function of poor test construction). Secondly teachers 
felt the increased pressure of the tests. Lastly, schools spoke about the reputational aspects of 
the tests. Even though schools are not formally compared through league tables, the comparative 
potential of a standardised test is felt in some of the schools. The tests provide teachers and 
schools, probably for the first time for many, an occasion for their practice to be seen through 
the eyes of others, to ‘face themselves differently’, as I spoke about earlier. This produces a 
form of professional shame in cases of poor performance; pride in the context of improvement.  
What is interesting about this reputational effect in this data is the way in which schools and 
teachers reflect on results in relation to a particular category of school. In the comment from 
Principal D above, he refers to the ‘best coloured school’. In other interviews the school is better 
or best ‘in the district’, or the comparison is ‘amongst no fee schools’. Rather than a discourse of 
disempowerment, some schools showed a positive response within equity type categories, and 
understand test scores as relative.
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So rather than a sense of ‘hopelessness, despair and obstructed agency’ in the face of testing 
identified in the literature,117 the overwhelming sense from the interviews, from many teachers 
and all the principals, is the sense of being rendered visible and being noticed. The tests produce a 
code for reading differentiation of instruction, teachers and learners at the micro level. At a more 
macro level, differentiation means high poverty schools not seeing themselves and being seen as 
all of a disempowered piece, indistinguishable in the 75% part of the bimodal distribution. What 
the tests introduce are subtle distinctions between schools where a collective resignation to 
failure is potentially interrupted.

The codes require careful mediation – we are nowhere near this as an effective tool for 
engineering real pedagogic change.  Visibility of the code in schools is still in a relatively weak 
form. Also, the knowledge signalling potential is weak. Rather, what we are drawing attention 
to is the positive way in which differentiation effects are produced in schools, particularly in 
relation to the capacity fostered for the allocation of resources on the one hand, and the noticing 
and de-homogenising of poor schools and teachers working within those poor schools, on the 
other. There is an emergent pedagogic agency on the part of teachers and schools. These are key 
issues related to professionalism in the way in which the tests drive between and within school 
differentiation and, through the exercise of agency, foster greater self-regulation.

Visiblity And Pedagogic Agency: Investigating The Epistemic Potential Of Systemic Tests

117  Singh et al, 2014.
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EQUALITY AND REDRESS IN 
EDUCATION: EDUCATOR ALLOCATION 
IN POST-APARTHEID SOUTH AFRICA 
Presentation to EE Roundtable, 19 September 2014
Doron Isaacs (presentation based on paper by Adrienne Pon)

Isaacs is Deputy General Secretary of EE. Pon was an intern at EE during 2011. 

1. Introduction
My presentation is largely based on work Adrienne Pon did in order to test a hypothesis Equal 
Education asked her to research. (Although her work really begins in section 6 of this presentation.)

In her Abstract Pon says: 

“My research examines one component of the new education system: the distribution of 
educators. I use government data not publicly available to document educator distribution trends 
among schools of different levels of poverty in two provinces, Gauteng and the Western Cape.”

“The quantity and level of qualifications of educators are measured, and the trends are linked to 
student outcomes. The results are consistent across both provinces: Descriptive statistics and 
regression analysis finds that, on average, schools with relatively less poverty experience a lower 
pupil-educator ratio and have educators of higher qualifications.”

“A contributor to this inequality is the practice of local school governing bodies in relatively 
wealthier schools hiring additional educators beyond what the state provides. State provision is 
itself a contributor to inequality in some cases. The impact of the quantity of educators and of 
the level of qualifications on student outcomes is unclear. Ultimately, my research suggests that 
the current distribution of educators in South Africa falls short of the principles of equality and 
redress at the foundation of the postapartheid education system.”

2. Equity and Funding in Education 
I want to highlight two things from the South African Schools Act (SASA) and the Employment 
of Educators Act (EEA) which try to say, in a way, what the right to education means.
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The South African Schools Act (SASA) requires the state to “fund public schools from public 
revenue on an equitable basis in order to ensure the proper exercise of the rights of learners to 
education and the redress of past inequalities in education provision (Section 34(1)).” 

The Employment of Educators Act (EEA) says: “In the making of any appointment or the filling 
of any post on any educator establishment under this Act due regard shall be had to equality, 
equity and the other democratic values and principles which are contemplated in section 195 (1) 
of the Constitution… (Section 7(1)).”

SASA requires that schools be funded on an equitable basis in order to redress past inequalities. 

EEA speaks of the need to fill teacher posts on the basis of equality, equity and other democratic 
values and principless of the Constitution.

One of the questions raised by the way teachers are allocated is: what should equality mean – 
what does the Constitution intend it to mean? – in the context of teacher allocation? Does it 
mean that all schools get the same number of teachers? Does it mean that all schools get the same 
quality of teachers? Does it mean that the government should allocate the same amount of money 
for the payment of teachers? Does it take into account the greater need of students from certain 
socio-economic groups for good teachers? These are the questions raised by Pon’s paper.

These are my own slides, not Pon’s.

The national budget is divided into provincial budgets according to the equitable share. The vast 
majority goes to the provinces. Roughly 18% of the national education budget goes to the national 
department, but the majority, 82%, goes to the provinces. 
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That provincial budget then gets broken up with some extra money coming in from conditional 
grants. Most provincial budgets are divided in this way: administration, special schools, FET and 
ABET education, ECD and ISS, but the majority of the budget goes to public ordinary schools – 
about 80%.118 

The roughly 80% for public ordinary schools then gets divided up. 

This varies by province. This slide represents the Western Cape a few years ago. The biggest 
budget component, as you can see, is the compensation of employees. In every province, in every 

118 These abbreviations mean: FET = Further Education and Training. ABET = Adult Basic Education and Training. ECD = 
Early Childhood Development. 



105

education budget, the biggest part is allocated to the compensation of employees. All the more so 
outside of the Western Cape. The provisioning of teachers in public ordinary schools is at least 
two-thirds of every provincial budget.119 

The smaller component, goods and services, comes to about 9%. It is this much smaller 
component which is allocated by quintile, according to the Norms and Standards for School 
Funding, on a pro-poor basis. But teachers, the majority of the budget, are not allocated on a pro-
poor basis. This has a major impact on equity in education. 

3. How Teacher Post-Provisioning Works
The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, the South African Schools Act of 1996, and 
the Employment of Educators Act of 1998 led to the creation of two mechanisms that allocate 
educators: the Post-Provisioning Model (PPM) and School Governing Bodies (SGBs). 

First, the PPM is the system the state follows to allocate educator posts to schools. The PPM was 
established in 1998, in a regulation born out of the Employment of Educators Act: Government 
Notice No. R. 1676, Regulations for the Creation of Educator Posts in a Provincial Department 
of Education and the Distribution of Such Posts to the Educational Institutions of Such a 
Department. It’s a regulation which sets out a formula which takes into account a number of 
considerations. It is this formula that provides an answer to the question: how many teacher 
posts does a school get?

The Regulation explains that, annually, each provincial department of education determines its 
post basket – the total number and type of posts it will fund for the year. Then, posts are allocated 
on the basis of learner population. Different types of learners are weighted differently on the 
basis of class size, language, school phases, disability, study field, and other factors. A formula 
calculates the number of posts a school will receive from the total pool of available educators 
based on its ratio of weighted learners out of the total weighted learners in its province:120

P = wl/twl*(p – c*Inst) + c

P is the number of posts that a school gets. 

One starts with p which is the number of posts going to all schools, an important constraint in 
working out how many posts each individual school can get. 

This formula takes into account class size, language, school phases, ability, study field and, 
mostly, the number of learners in the school. But it weights the learners, moderately, according 

Equality And Redress In Education: Educator Allocation In Post-Apartheid South Africa

119 This excludes other departmental employees, and it excludes teachers in other schools, like schools for children with  
disabilities. 

120 P is the number of posts for an institution; wl is total number of weighted learners at the particular institution: twl is 
the total number of weighted learners in the department as a whole; p is the total number of posts to be distributed to 
all the institutions; Inst is total number of institutions to which the posts need to be distributed; and c is a constant that 
determines the extent to which the formula will benefit smaller institutions.
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to those other things. So if you have a school which instructs in more than one language then 
learners are weighted slightly more heavily because, in theory, that school needs more educators. 
If a school has specialised subjects with small classes, like music, then teachers will also get 
weighted a little more heavily.

But pretty much the number of posts is based on the number of learners. 

4. Taking Poverty into Account
The PPM was revised in 2002 under Regulation 145. The most notable revision is the 
consideration of the level of poverty of a school. The provincial departments of education must 
set aside a certain percentage of the available posts as redress posts, with a limit of 5 percent of 
the total post basket. In other words only 5% of all teaching posts can be allocated in a way that 
redresses past and present disadvantage. Each school receives a share of this 5% of all posts – the 
redress posts – in  accordance with its poverty level:

School Quintiles Allocation from redress pool of posts

Poorest 20% 35% of posts

Next 20% 25% of posts

Next 20% 20% of posts

Next 20% 15% of posts

Least poor 20% 5% of posts

It is important to remember that the above allocation refers to percentages of 5% of all posts. So 
35% actually means 1,75% which is 35% of 5%. In other words a maximum of 1,75% of all posts 
may be used to provide additional teachers in the poorest quintile of schools.

5. How Teacher Post-Provisioning Reinforces Inequality
Take two public schools. Each has 1000 learners. One is a fee-charging public school in a suburb. 
The other is a no-fee school in a township. Let’s assume that the PPM says that each of them 
should get 20 teachers. The numbers are not important; merely a basis to look at the process. Now 
how does this play itself out in reality? 
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This is a simulation. It is a hypothesis. It is what we asked Adrienne Pon to test empirically. 

It shows two public schools, one in a township and one in a wealthy suburb, each with 1 000 
students, each of which get 20 posts based on the PPM.

The schools then set out to fill these posts. Teachers apply competitively for the jobs they want. 
The SGBs can interview and formulate the teaching staff they desire, with the province having 
final say. For most teachers it is more desirable to work in the suburban school, for various 
reasons, including: 

• Safety is better.
• Classes are smaller.
• Teaching is sometimes supplemented by extra lessons that occur outside of school.
• Learners from higher socio-economic backgrounds come into a new grade without the 

learning deficits of disadvantaged learners. As a result, learners learn more and teachers get 
more job satisfaction. 

• If SGBs top up salaries, teachers earn more. 

So there is a competitive application process, and the result is a market dynamic. The 20 teachers 
ultimately employed in the township school are typically less qualified and skilled, and command 
lower salaries on the Occupation Specific Dispensation (OSD). The 20 teachers ultimately 
employed in the school in the wealthy suburb are typically more qualified and skilled, and 
command higher salaries on the OSD. So the state can end up paying more, in total, for teachers 
in the wealthier public school than it does in the poorer public school. 

While the state may pay more per learner for the teaching staff in better-off schools, it is worth 
considering that the various deficits that poor learners face mean that it actually costs more to 
educate learners in poorer schools, not less. But the post-provisioning of teachers does not take 
this into account. 

Equality And Redress In Education: Educator Allocation In Post-Apartheid South Africa
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The suburban public school then adds additional posts, which it funds through fees collected. 
It also tops up all the salaries. So in the end, there are more teachers, on higher salaries in the 
suburban public school as compared to the township one. 

6. The Aims of Pon’s Research
EE asked Pon to investigate the situation described above. She was supervised by Professor Eric 
Hanushek. 

She explained the importance of this work as follows: 

“Often, discussions in South Africa of equality in education focus on non-personnel non-capital 
expenditure, which is clearly pro-poor, but the discussion should emphasize the personnel aspect 
of the education system that comprises the majority of inputs….” 

“My research attempts to address South Africa’s equity and redress concerns by documenting 
the allocation of educators among schools of different levels of poverty. I measure the number of 
state-remunerated educators in a school by the number of posts. In addition, SGB-remunerated 
educators and salary top-ups are included in my analysis given the arguments that SGB 
practices significantly impact the balance of the distribution of educators.”

“My research examines trends in the current distribution of educators in South Africa.I pose the 
question: What is the distribution of educators in South Africa across public schools of different 
levels of poverty, in terms of both quantity and level of experience?”

“International education and economic literature from the past two decades suggests conflicting 
and ambiguous conclusions about the value of more educators in a school or the value of 
educators with higher levels of qualifications. Nevertheless, many policy efforts aim to increase 
educator quality by adjusting factors such as lowering class size or rewarding educators 
with more degrees and more years of experience. Although there is no broad consensus across 
all countries on which educator characteristics matter, the possibility remains that certain 
measures make a significant difference in the context of a specific education system. Current 
research about the education system in South Africa is yet to fully document the distribution of 
educators or measure the effect of educator characteristics on student outcomes.”

Pon’s research asks the questions: what is the distribution of teachers across South Africa’s 
public schools, of different levels of poverty, in terms of both teacher quantity and level of 
experience. 

7. The Datasets Used
Pon gathered a significant amount of data to test the real impact of the post-provisioning model. 
She had various meetings with WCED officials and Gauteng officials. Over time she managed to 
get hold of a lot of data sets which were not publicly available. She used these datasets, from 2005 
– 2011, to do her calculations. 
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“My research analyzes two large panel datasets that are the aggregate of many separate datasets 
I received from the Gauteng Department of Education and the Western Cape Education 
Department… At this point in time, I have obtained over 20 different datasets not publicly 
available from the Gauteng Department of Education and the Western Cape Education 
Department. The data spans the time period from 2005 to 2011… In addition, I use provincial-
level data from annual public reports by the departments of education to compare….”

“Variables that measure the distribution of educators include the number of state remunerated 
educators, number of SGB-remunerated educators, and state-paid salary levels… Western Cape 
salary data includes the salary level for every educator in a school over the time period from 
2005-2011… Variables for student outcomes include matric pass rate and dropout rate.”

The full list of variables is: 

• Matric Pass Rate 
• District 
• Dropout Rate 
• Fee 
• Learner-Educator Ratio 
• Learner Enrollment 
• Poverty Quintile 
• Per Capita Spending 
• Salary Amount 
• Salary Level 
• SGB-Remunerated Educator Posts
• Salary Top-Ups 
• State-Remunerated Educator Posts
• Type of school

Pon attempted to determine how all of these variables (where level of pay stands in for experience 
and quality) matches up with the pass rate and drop-out rate.

8. Findings
Pon’s findings did, to some extent, confirm the hypothesis that the post-provisioning model 
entrenches inequity rather than addresses it. 

“My analysis finds that the quantity and the level of qualifications of educators do in fact vary 
across schools of different levels of poverty, and school governing bodies play an important role 
in this distribution. The majority of findings are consistent across both provinces. This section 
explains the results on (1) the distribution of the quantity of educators, (2) the distribution of the 
level of qualifications of educators, (3) the link between these trends and student outcomes, and 
(4) other findings about school top-ups and pupil fees.”

“The distribution of the quantity of educators among poverty quintiles indicates that the 20-
40% wealthiest schools benefit from relatively lower pupil-educator ratios. Initially with just the 
resources provided by the state, state-remunerated educators are distributed roughly equally 

Equality And Redress In Education: Educator Allocation In Post-Apartheid South Africa
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across schools in Gauteng and are distributed marginally pro-poor across schools in the Western 
Cape in terms of quantity. However, low-poverty schools receive additional educators who are 
funded and hired by their school governing bodies – ultimately, the low-poverty schools have the 
greater total number of educators per student.”

Pon finds that the quantity and quality of teachers varies across schools of differing levels of 
poverty, and SGBs play an important role in this distribution of teachers. 

The majority of findings are consistent across both provinces.

These figures show that richer schools (Quintile 5) have lower pupil-educator ratios. 

With just the resources provided by the state, state-remunerated educators are distributed 
roughly equally across schools in Gauteng and are distributed marginally pro-poor in schools 
in the Western Cape. However, richer schools receive additional educators who are funded and 
hired by SGBs. So richer schools have a greater total number of educators per student. 

As can be seen in the graph above, in Gauteng the state is providing for simple equality, not 
redress. The figures don’t speak to the quality of teachers, just the number of posts. However, 
once the SGB posts are added in (grey bar), quintile 5 does quite a lot better. 

“Using salary as a proxy of education background and experience, the distribution of the level 
of qualifications of educators has different trends for each province. Although the Western 
Cape is partially pro-poor with allocating educators by quantity, the distribution of levels of 
qualifications is anti-poor as wealthier schools have more qualified educators on average. The 
average salary of educators in Western Cape schools is significantly greater for the wealthiest 20-
40% of schools, and higher pupil school fees related to the school governing bodies are positively 
related to the higher salaries. In Gauteng, average salaries are higher for the least-poor 60% of 
schools than the poorest 40%....”
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In the Western Cape, teachers are getting paid slightly better in the wealthier schools. This 
difference is not a result of top-ups. This is based on what they’re earning from the state. Let’s 
assume, which we know is not the case, that there is the same pupil-teacher ratios in poorer and 
richer schools, the state is spending more per educator per child in quintile 5 schools than in less 
wealthy schools. This is the opposite of redress. 

“Overall, relatively wealthier schools have a greater number of total educators – the number of 
state- and SGB-remunerated educators combined – and relatively more qualified educators. 
Excluding the role of SGBs, even higher salaries for state-remunerated educators in the least-
poor schools causes the state compensation of educators, per learner, to not be fully pro-poor.”

“Examining whether the quantity or background of educators affects student outcomes yields 
interesting results. The results suggest that the quantity of educators matter, but the impact 
of educators’ level of qualifications remains ambiguous. Smaller pupil-teacher ratios are 
significantly correlated with higher matric scores. However, there is no significant relationship 
between matric scores and the level of background of educators. Dropout rates have similar 
trends, with mixed results for the sign and significance of dropout rates on educator background.”

Pon then looks at how differing quantity and quality affects outcomes. Her results suggests that 
the quantity of educators matters but the impact of qualifications remains ambiguous. Smaller 
pupil-teacher ratios are correlated with higher matric scores. However, there is no significant 
correlation between matric scores and level of qualification of educators. 

Pon makes the following additional findings: 

• salary top-ups are not as frequent as I hypothesized
• and school fees bring in extra funds for the wealthiest schools and are strongly correlated 

with more SGB educators.
• the difference among schools in different poverty quintiles is not linear… the true significant 

divide in school and educator characteristics is between the poorest 80% of schools and the 
least-poor 20%.

Equality And Redress In Education: Educator Allocation In Post-Apartheid South Africa
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WHERE LIES THE PROBLEM?
TEACHERS OR TRAINING?
Presentation to EE Roundtable, 19 September 2014
Paula Armstrong

Armstrong is a Researcher and PhD Candidate at the Research on Socio-Economic Policy Unit 
(RESEP), University of Stellenbosch. 

1. Introduction
My presentation addresses two main questions: 

Does teaching attract the best candidates to the profession (Based on a wage comparison: 
teachers vs non-teachers.)

Which teachers are most effective? And what does this mean for teacher training? 

Is the weak performance of teachers in the system a problem of not being able to attract the best 
candidates into the profession or has it got to do with teacher training? The first thing I will show 
you today is some work I have done comparing the earnings of teachers with non-teachers in the 
South African labour market. I was interested to know whether, from a wage perspective (I know 
it is a one-dimensional approach) there is any incentive for highly educated and motivated people 
to become teachers? 

Secondly, I looked at, insofar as they can be identified, the characteristics which high quality 
teachers possess and which make for high quality teachers. Which characteristics in teachers 
actually affect student performance? I have some interesting results there around teacher age. 

2. The Wage Question
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Moving onto the wage question: these local polynomials show the relationship between age, 
where age represents experience, and returns to experience. How do returns increase in relation 
to experience? 

This is a sample from the Labour Force Surveys (LFS), 2000-2007. In 2008 Stats SA switched to 
the Quarterly Labour Force Survey (QLFS) and didn’t ask the earnings question of the data. So 
there is a two year gap in the earnings data. The data comes back in 2010. We have earnings data 
for 2010. It doesn’t look like we have anything beyond that, for teachers. Something happens in 
that period (for which no data is available) which is a pity. I will show you what I am talking about 
a little later in the presentation. 

Here, the polynomials show the relation between age, as a proxy for experience, and wage 
increases for teachers, non-teachers and professionals. This is a very specific list of professionals 
but includes doctors, lawyers, etc –  people who we would expect to earn more than teachers. 
‘Non-teachers’ refers to everyone else in the labour market but teachers, so it includes 
professionals. 

That teacher line is relatively flat compared to the other two. For the other professions there is 
a much higher return to experience than there is for teaching. In teaching, at about 25-30 years 
in age, so maybe 5-10 years teaching experience, those returns tend to flatten out. In terms of 
returns to experience there seems to be little wage incentive to enter the teaching profession. 

If we look at this for 2010, I am not exactly sure what happens here, initially I thought it was 
the result of the introduction of the 2008 Occupation Specific Dispensation (OSD). But Martin 
Gustaffson is of the opinion that this is a pre-2009 election public sector wage increase for 
everyone across the board. There is some improvement over that time period. If the data comes 
in for the end of 2008, beginning of 2009 maybe we can use the OSD explanation. I haven’t got an 
answer for you now. 
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The two graphs are best understood when compared to each other. The first graph compares 
the wages of all employed non-teacher workers to those of teachers. After running Mincerian 
earnings regressions, the log of hourly wages was calculated for teachers and non-teachers and 
the different combinations of wages for each of these groups were plotted on a graph. A line is 
then drawn to separate the combinations of education and experience for which teacher wages 
are more attractive than non-teacher wages and vice versa.

This process was conducted for all workers in the labour market, and then again for workers with 
at least 10 years of education i.e. a higher than average level of education. In comparing the two 
simulations, we are able to see that, relative to all workers in the labour market, teacher wages 
are higher than those of non-teacher wages for a large number of education and experience 
combinations. However, when we compare this to what happens for workers with a higher level 
of education, we see that there are very few combinations of education and experience for which 
the teaching profession is better remunerated than non-teaching professions. It appears that, in 
comparison to non-teaching professions, teaching is more attractive to workers with lower levels 
of educational attainment than it is to workers with high levels of educational attainment.
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So Who Chooses to Become a Teacher?
What does this mean for people choosing to enter the teaching profession?

I was only able to get data from the University of Stellenbosch on this. The graph plots the Grade 
12 mathematics and language marks for students entering different faculties of the university. 
In terms of performance in maths, prospective teachers performed significantly worse than 
students entering other faculties. 

It’s similar with language but not as bad. Nevertheless, prospective teachers perform slightly 
worse than students entering other faculties on language tests. Also important to note is that the 
entrance requirements for a Bachelor of Education are lower than the entrance requirements for 
other faculties. 

Where Lies The Problem? Teachers Or Training?
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3. Which Teacher Characteristics Impact Positively on Student 
Performance?

These are results from the third chapter of my thesis which looks at the teacher characteristics 
that influence student performance. There are two models. One of them includes the teacher 
maths score and the other one does not, just to see if the effect we are picking up here is working 
through the teacher maths score. The results are quite similar in both so we don’t think that’s 
what is happening. 

The reference category for these results are teachers aged 20-29, the youngest group of teachers. 
What we find is quite a large and significant negative coefficient for all the age groups. What that 
means is that children being taught by teachers older than the youngest age group, on average, 
are doing worse than children being taught by the youngest category of teachers. In other 
words younger teachers seem to be producing better results. This analysis was conducted using 
SACMEQ III data. 

If we believe this is a characteristic of younger teachers in general, we should expect it to hold in 
other African countries. We see that it does not.  
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We also see younger teachers, represented by the dark solid line, outperforming their older 
colleagues on this graph. 

And looking again across countries, younger teachers do perform better but not by the same 
margin as in South Africa. 

Where Lies The Problem? Teachers Or Training?
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The last three graphs refer to the maths and language scores in Botswana, Kenya and Zimbabwe 
respectively. Comparing that to the picture in South Africa, it’s not quite the same.

The best explanation I can come up with is that the only thing that is significantly different 
about this group of teachers is that 20-29 year old teachers were educated under a new system of 
teacher training. The closing of the teacher training colleges and the shifting of teacher training 
to universities would have affected about 80% of that youngest category of teachers. 

We can’t test this hypothesis exactly but we can see whether this is perhaps a specifically South 
African pattern by looking at the SACMEQ II data. The SACMEQ II data is basically the identical 
questionnaire, with minor differences, administered in 2000. The youngest teachers there would 
have been trained at colleges of education, not at universities of technology. When we run that 
regression, we find the opposite result. Relative to younger teachers, 30-39 is not hugely different. 
There is a small difference. Between 40-49 and 50 years and older there is a sizeable difference, 
but in the opposite direction. It doesn’t show that younger teachers are doing better. 
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4. Conclusion

We do see that younger teachers in SA, today, are better at getting good results from their 
students and that they themselves perform better. It is possibly the result of better teacher 
training or entry requirements. With the release of the SACMEQ IV results we might be able to 
investigate this a bit further, to see if this cohort is still as effective later on. 

Where Lies The Problem? Teachers Or Training?
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WHAT ARE UNIVERSITIES TEACHING 
FUTURE TEACHERS? INITIAL TEACHER 
EDUCATION RESEARCH PROJECT
Presentation to EE Roundtable, 19 September 2014
Nick Taylor

Dr Taylor is the former CEO of JET Education Services and is well known as a researcher and 
writer in the areas of education policy, school effectiveness and improvement. 

1. Introduction
The Initial Teacher Education Research Project (ITERP) is a multi-pronged look at pre-
service training. It includes a number of strands. I am going to talk about the one we are 
completing now, which is the first component. That is to look at the curricula being offered 
to B.Ed students specialising in the intermediate phase (Grade 4-6). We chose five education 
campuses across South Africa to do this study on. And we selected them carefully to represent 
the main institutional types providing initial teacher education (ITE) – historically advantaged, 
historically disadvantaged, urban and rural, distance and contact, etc. Collectively, they produce 
around half our teachers. Around half the PGCE’s and more than half the B.Eds. While this is not 
a representative sample, it’s a sizeable chunk of the system. 

Now, ITE is a key cog in the school system, sitting between newly matriculated students coming 
out of schools and newly qualified teachers (NQTs) entering service for the first time. So, in 
educating new teachers we should look at the kinds of conditions facing them when they take up 
duty in classrooms. 
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I’m not going to dwell on the conditions in schools. These issues are so well known now that I’m 
not going to emphasise them, except to point out point 5, which tells us that when schools recruit 
teachers or allocate roles to teachers, subject specialisation is not necessarily a consideration. 
A school may need a maths teacher but if any qualified teacher applies they generally take the 
teacher. As a result, what happens is, and the SACMEQ data is also quite clear about this, people 
teaching maths are not necessarily specialised in maths. Only 2/3s of Grade 6 maths teachers 
currently teaching are qualified to teach maths. 

The purpose of the project is to generate information for discussion within the sector. I don’t 
think you can guarantee or force quality through policy or regulation. I believe that quality is best 
regulated from within. So we are trying to stimulate a debate on the campuses to think about 
quality and how to improve the quality of ITE.

What we did during this first phase of ITERP was to look at the Bachelor of Education (B.Ed) 
maths and English courses offered to students preparing to teach in the Intermediate Phase (IP). 
Across the 5 campuses, A-E, we first of all looked at the curricula for those who are specialising as 
maths teachers.
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2. Our Findings: Training in Maths

The first thing that stands out in the figures is the enormous variation across institutions. In 
terms of the numbers in the B.Ed maths specialisation class, look at institution E. In year 1 there 
are only 10 students specialising in maths and in year four there are 60. So that varies from 10% 
of the cohort to about half the cohort. Overall, we would say that about 1/3 of the cohort, across 
the campuses, are specializing as maths teachers. 

Now look at their entrance criteria and the huge variation there. For Campus C, with 30% in 
maths literacy one can become a maths teacher, whereas Campus B requires 50% in maths. 

The other interesting thing for me is how much of the B.Ed programme is taken up with maths. It 
is around 1/4 on average, although significantly lower on some campuses. Here too, there is huge 
variation across these five institutions.
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The next slide shows some features of the maths courses offered to those IP students not 
specialising as maths teachers. 

The thing that jumps out here is how little maths they get over four years of study. Remember 
that a lot of these guys are going to end up teaching maths in the schools. In fact, across their 
careers, they’re probably all going to end up teaching maths at some or other stage. Clearly, they 
are not being prepared for this. 

We need to ask the question: should we take account of this when we train our teachers or should 
we rather say that schools have to change and only use people who specialise in maths as maths 
teachers? Given how badly our schools are managed I would say we should go for the former and 
equip everyone with the ability to teach maths bearing in mind that they are going to have to do 
that sooner or later. 

What are Universities Teaching Future Teachers? Initial Teacher Education Research Project
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3. Our Findings: Training in English

Looking at the English curricula for these students specialising in the intermediate phase, again, 
huge variation. These are prospective teachers specialising to be English teachers. Everyone 
gets academic literacy: it is present across the grade, across the campuses, because they say 
learners come out of schools very poorly prepared for the academic writing demands of a degree 
programme, and some of them are very poor readers. So we get academic literacy across all five 
campuses. However, across the campuses we see a lot of variation in how much academic literacy 
is taught. At institution E, for example, students get 4 semesters of AL, while the average is 
around 2 semesters, and at institution C it is worked into English courses. 

Similarly, regarding Subject English (mainly language and literature) campus C offers only 5 
semesters, while institution E offers 8. One has to ask the question: are our aspirant teachers 
developing sufficiently high levels of proficiency in the language of learning and training (LOLT) 
used in 90% of schools, given the rather poor grasp of English most emerge from school with? 

Lets turn now to the English courses offered to students not specialising as English teachers. 
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The scariest thing is that teachers not specialising to be English teachers, on three of the 
campuses, get no subject English at all. This is a puzzle to me. Their lecturers complain about 
them coming out of school with poor levels of English, and we know that they’re going to have 
to go into schools and teach through the medium of English. Yet we don’t see fit to improve their 
grasp of English. When I questioned one of these campuses about that they said they did not 
have time. I thought that was a puzzling response because who constructs the curriculum but the 
people who teach it? What they meant by that is that there are so many vested interests on the 
campus, everyone’s got their bit so there’s no time to give them any English. This problem occurs 
across the board, on both the historically advantaged and disadvantaged campuses we studied. 

The point is emphasised in the following slide, which shows the proportion of the B.Ed 
programme taken up by English courses for both those specialising in English and others 
(English generalists). 

What are Universities Teaching Future Teachers? Initial Teacher Education Research Project
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There are all sorts of questions here: even if a teacher is specialising in English, is what is offered 
enough to give a second language speaker sufficient knowledge of the subject to explain complex 
concepts in whatever subject they may be teaching? The new policy contained in the Minimum 
Requirements for Teacher Education Qualifications (MRTEQ) does attempt to address this 
issue, but one has to ask the question: why do teacher educators need to be constrained by policy 
to address the needs of schools?

Furthermore, despite the huge literacy problems in our schools, where many learners in the 
IP can’t read at all, these campuses are giving very little attention to the theory and method of 
teaching reading. Similarly, while CAPS is very much a writing-driven curriculum, not a lot of 
attention is paid to the teaching of writing on most of these campuses. 
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4. Conclusion

These campuses are not talking to each other about what they are teaching. Even within some 
campuses, there is very little knowledge among lecturers about what their colleagues are doing. 
So even within campuses, there doesn’t seem to be a lot of coherence in terms of a curriculum and 
curriculum design. 

We cannot say that any of these campuses are adequately addressing the problems in the schools. 
They are not preparing our future teachers for the demands of the workplace.

To come back to my starting point: ITERP intends to provide information to stimulate an 
informed debate within the ITE field, and particularly among teacher educators on the 23 
campuses which provide teacher education. Instead of waiting for policy, which in any event 
cannot drive quality, teacher educators should take the initiative and begin a discussion on how 
best, not only to serve the current needs of the system, but to put it onto a track which will make 
South African schooling the envy of the world. 

What are Universities Teaching Future Teachers? Initial Teacher Education Research Project
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TEACHERS & TEACHER CONTENT 
KNOWLEDGE IN SA: FINDING    
A WAY FORWARD
Presentation to EE Roundtable, 19 September 2014
Nic Spaull

Spaull is a Researcher and PhD candidate at the Research on Socio-Economic Policy  Unit 
(RESEP), University of Stellenbosch.

The outline of my presentation is as follows:
• An axiomatic approach to talking about teachers
• Framing: The SA education system
• Focusing on teachers
• Teacher content knowledge
• Teacher training (especially in-service teacher training)
• The need to differentiate when talking about teachers
• Some thoughts on the way forward

1. An Axiomatic Approach to Talking About Teachers
I would like to begin with the principle that we only care about teachers because we care about 
learners. We care about teachers and the teaching profession because we care about education 
and learning outcomes. The teaching profession does not have an independent reason to exist, 
independent of students’ learning. It shouldn’t exist for its own sake. It is not an employment 
agency, it is not a voting bloc. It gets its legitimacy because it serves a function. 

The correct focus, when discussing teachers, is student learning. Schooling, ala Elmore, is 
essentially about (1) the student, and (2) the teacher in the presence of (3) content. In all our 
discussions around teachers we must keep in mind that the end goal is the student, not the 
teacher. The teacher is often an ‘intermediate end-goal’ but not the final end-goal. 

The question is then: how do we improve and increase the ‘quality’ of what students learn and the 
‘volume’ of what they learn?
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2. Framing: The SA Education System

Looking at the SA education system, we basically have two education systems. The top 25% of 
students perform very differently from the bottom 75% of students. 

We have two public schooling systems. This is an indisputable fact (see the diagram on the 
following page).

Conceptually, I think we start out with a very unequal society. 

The majority of students come from a low socio-economic status background (SES) and attend 
low quality primary and secondary schools with little or no access to cognitively and emotionally 
stimulating early childhood education. This is in stark contrast to a class-based minority 
 where students get access to early childhood development, come from a high socio-economic 
status background, attend high quality primary schools and high quality secondary schools.  
Most of those students go on to some post-school opportunity whether it’s university, FET, 
internship, etc. 

Some students from a poor background manage to make it into the top-tier schooling system 
and some students from the dysfunctional part of the system do make it into the post-schooling 
sector but in most cases this is less than 5% of the overall population. 

Based on things like the type, quality and duration of education, these students feed into a South 
African labour market that is highly uneven in terms of earning and opportunities. 

Teachers & Teacher Content Knowledge In SA: Finding A Way Forward
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The colours in the diagram on the preceding page (light grey on top and black on the bottom) are 
deliberate. If one is part of the bottom schooling system one ends up in the bottom part of the 
labour market, either unemployed or in a semi-skilled or unskilled occupation. Likewise, if one is 
in the top part of the schooling system one ends up in the top part of the labour market. 

I think we could find a similar kind of flow for teachers. 

As we know, being in the top part of the labour system means one sends one’s children to the top 
part of the schooling system. Being in the bottom part of the labour market generally means that 
one sends one’s children to the bottom part of the schooling system. These two systems replicate 
themselves. Then we have South Africa, 2014.

The vast majority of students are in public schools. Public schools dominate the education space 
in South Africa. 
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3. Focus on Teachers
Figures from a 2012 Public Expenditure Analysis report for UNICEF and the DBE, conducted by 
Oxford Policy Management and the University of Stellenbosch Department of Economics, show 
that: 

Education expenditure = 6.1% of GDP

Of which personnel expenditure = 78% (i.e. personnel expenditure = 78% of education 
expenditure)

i.e. that personnel expenditure in education = 4.8% of GDP

So personnel expenditure makes up close to 80% of the education budget. This is a logical reason 
to focus on teachers. 

SADTU makes up the vast majority of the teacher union corps in South Africa. However, there 
are large inter-provincial differences in relation to the number of unionised teachers in the 
specific provinces. 

4. Teacher Content Knowledge: Looking at primary school (Gr 6) 
maths teachers
In 1999 Taylor & Vinjevold summarised the 54 studies that made up the President’s Education 
Initiative and concluded as follows: “the most definite point of convergence across the studies 
is the conclusion that teachers’ poor conceptual knowledge of the subjects they are teaching is a 

Teachers & Teacher Content Knowledge In SA: Finding A Way Forward
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fundamental constraint on the quality of teaching and learning activities, and consequently on 
the quality of learning outcomes.”121

In 2008 Carnoy & Chisholm concluded similarly: “the relatively low level of mathematics 
knowledge that teachers have in all but the highest student [socioeconomic status] schools is 
somewhat troubling. It raises some doubts about the preparation of the teacher force.”122

In 2013 Taylor and Taylor reached the same conclusion: “the subject knowledge base of the 
majority of South African grade 6 mathematics teachers is simply inadequate to provide learners 
with a principled understanding of the discipline…providing teachers with a deep conceptual 
understanding of their subject should be the main focus for both pre- and in-service teacher 
training.”123 

Maths teacher content knowledge in South Africa is low. It is so low that it becomes critical. 
Teachers cannot teach what they do not know. 

Hamsa Venkat and I will shortly be publishing new research on grade 6 mathematics teacher 
content knowledge. We used the SACMEQ 2007 teacher test according to content strand and 
grade level. We identified 9 items at a grade 4/5 level, 19 items at a grade 6/7 level and 14 items at 
a grade 8/9 level. We used CAPS to make these determinations. For example, test items X, T, K, M, 
P and R are all Grade 8 items according to CAPS. 

We then classified the teachers based on the grade-level they were able to pass at using a 60% 
minimum mark requirement as the threshold.

Of the 498 grade 6 mathematics teachers that were included in SACMEQ, from the 392 schools, 
401 agreed to write the maths test.124 

121  Pg 230.
122  Pg 33.
123  Pg 230.
124  Spaull and Venkat http://www.ekon.sun.ac.za/wpapers/2014/wp132014.
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These are the responses from those 401 teachers who agreed to write the maths test. 

If all teachers in South Africa had a content knowledge of Grade 8 or 9 and above, we would 
expect there to be 100% on the last column. If they’re only in that second column from the right 
then it means that they could get 60% of the items correct up until Grade 6 and 7 but they couldn’t 
get 60% correct on Grade 8 or 9. 

The major finding is that the vast majority (79%) of Grade 6 maths teachers in South Africa 
have a content knowledge level below the Grade 6 or 7 content knowledge level band, and this is 
despite the fact that they are currently teaching grade 6 mathematics. 

Only 21% of Grade 6 maths teachers in South Africa had a content knowledge level of Grade 6 or 
above.

We know that there are large differences across quintiles. 

We can see that, on average, teachers in quintile 5 scored 67% correct on the test whereas in 
quintiles 1-4 those figures are much lower. Also, there is an urban/rural difference. 

Teachers & Teacher Content Knowledge In SA: Finding A Way Forward
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The graph above is like the first graph, but per quintile. In other words, it shows what percentage 
of teachers in each quintile were competent at the different grade levels. For Quintile 1, grade 
6 maths teachers, we can see that only 10% are at the grade 6 level and above (This is made up 
by adding 4% at the grade 8 and 9 level to 6% at the grade 6 and 7 level, making 10%.). In other 
words, 90% of Quintile 1 and 2 teachers have a content knowledge level below that which they are 
currently teaching as Grade 6 maths teachers. 

The numbers aren’t much better for the other quintiles except Quintile 5. However, even in 
Quintile 5, only 50% of Grade 6 maths teachers are at the content knowledge level or above. Even 
for the richest 20% of schools these content knowledge issues persist.
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5. Training: In-Service vs Pre-Service teacher training and 
development
Teachers can’t teach what they don’t know.125

Demonizing teachers is popular and unhelpful. As Elmore recognizes, we can’t hold people 
accountable for things they can’t do. Only in the process of capacitating them can they be held 
accountable for what they do. We cannot demand a demonstration of performance without 
providing a prior, or continuous, meaningful learning opportunity. 

One reason I am not fascinated by the content knowledge issue is that we could fix it and still 
have the same problems in South Africa. It is not necessarily the binding constraint. That’s not to 
say it isn’t a problem we should try and fix; we just shouldn’t think it’s a silver bullet. 

I don’t think we should focus only, or primarily, on initial teacher education. You cannot improve 
the quality of existing teachers and existing teaching practices through pre-service training. We 
can’t improve teaching unless we improve the quality of existing teachers and teacher practices. 

To understand this, it is useful to think about a ‘stock vs flow’ of teachers. 

Teachers & Teacher Content Knowledge In SA: Finding A Way Forward
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In 2012, there were around 425 000 teachers – that’s the stock.126 Using PERSAL data, Martin 
Gustaffson has estimated that, between 2005-2008, 19 000 educators joined the education 
system per year. Those are new numbers being added to the system, which is 5% of the total 
teachers in the system. In other words, even if we radically transform this 5%, it is still only 
19 000 per year. So if we take into account teachers exiting the system and the large stock of 
teachers it would take decades to change even a small part of the education system through pre-
service training. 

The inflow per annum is too small to have a big impact on the quality of education for most 
children. 

Given the ‘stock vs flow’ issue, unless we can crack the nut of in-service teacher training we 
don’t have a hope of fixing the education system, if we think teachers are central to the education 
system, which we do.

6. The Importance of Evaluation
We need to find substance and reject form in teacher training. In other words, we need to ignore 
how good something looks superficially and find out whether it really works. 

If we want to make headway with teacher development (which is in everyone’s interests) we 
need to be basing interventions on reliable evidence, not on politics or fads or what looks good on 
paper.

126

126  Education Statistics 2012, DBE. http://www.education.gov.za/LinkClick.
aspx?fileticket=U%2bEemf%2boy2g%3d&tabid=93&mid=2399&forcedownload=true.
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Nothing is properly evaluated. Evaluation is always an after-thought in education. Imagine if we 
used the same logic in health: “this treatment for cancer looks great on paper, let’s do it”, “this 
homeopathic remedy worked for my cousin’s daughter so let’s roll it out to the whole country”.

There’s a politics of evaluation which leads to situations where we’ve been spending billions of 
Rands, both public and private money, on educational interventions which don’t work. 

We currently don’t know what works when it comes to in-service teacher training programs. 
Maybe we know what works in those 5 schools with that one inspirational manager and those 
few academics in that one circuit, but no one knows what works at anything like scale. No one. 
Not the academics (educationists or  economists), not the NGOs, not the DBE, not the unions, not 
GPLMS, not LITNUM, not Pearson, not NEEDU. No one. 

With a lot of in-service teacher training, the most important thing – evaluation of its success – is 
an afterthought. Unless we evaluate to see what is and what is not working, it is very difficult to 
say anything useful about the project. This is where we are at the moment: nothing is evaluated in 
in-service teacher training. 

If all projects in South Africa were evaluated we would know so much more about what doesn’t 
work. That way we wouldn’t be repeating the mistakes of the past, we could learn, and improve 
the interventions, and only roll out the successful ones.

Two Recommendations
1. Evaluation is key – unless we are evaluating what we are doing we don’t know if it works. 

We are scattering bricks in a room as opposed to building a wall. We should only ever take 
things to scale if they have been evaluated and shown to be effective in various settings and 
at various scales (ala Borko).

2. Identify master-teachers – To improve the quality of teachers currently in schools we need a 
small army of high-quality teacher-trainers (GPLMS?). 

We have to find a way of identifying master-teachers and create the institutional frameworks to 
give them time and incentives to develop programs that help teachers. 

There are brilliant teachers in all different types of schools but we currently have no idea who 
they are or where they are.

This serves the dual purpose of giving prestige (and benefits) to excellent teachers and getting 
out of the quagmire, because the excellent teachers are our best bet (not academics or NGOs or 
government).

Unfortunately, we don’t have the institutional structure at the moment to identify master-
teachers or the frameworks which would facilitate them doing the kinds of things we would want 
them to do. 

Teachers & Teacher Content Knowledge In SA: Finding A Way Forward
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7. The need to differentiate when talking about teachers
There are very large inter-quintile and inter-provincial differences when we talk about teachers.

In the Eastern Cape, 30% of principals said they sent pupils home when the relevant teacher was 
absent. If we think of curriculum coverage and instructional time, that is really problematic. 

In the Eastern Cape 40% of principals, often or sometimes, leave pupils alone when their teacher 
is absent. 
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Substitution of absent teachers happens more regularly in Gauteng and the Western Cape. Again, 
large inter-provincial differences.

All of these questions speak to the quality of school management and instructional leadership. 

Similarly, with teacher absenteeism, except this time across quintiles. Teacher absenteeism in 
Quintile 5 is much lower than in the other quintiles. 

Averages are uniquely misleading in South Africa
Talking about “South African teachers” isn’t that meaningful or helpful and in many instances is 
downright misleading.

Teachers & Teacher Content Knowledge In SA: Finding A Way Forward
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Irrespective of your views concerning differential teacher pay we have a serious need for 
differentiating between teachers in discussion, in the media, and in analysis.

To attract competent people into the profession these individuals need to be able to identify with 
a desirable sub-set of the teacher core. We need a hearts-and-minds campaign that celebrates 
excellent, passionate, intelligent, dedicated, self-sacrificial, empathetic, motivational teachers 
and differentiates them from a tainted minority. This cannot be a model-C vs non-model-C 
categorization. We have some excellent teachers in rural areas, and Q1-3 schools which we 
should identify, and hold up, as shining examples of what it means to be a teacher. Differentiating 
and figuring out who that top group is, and finding ways of incentivising and rewarding them, will 
help.

We need to isolate and stigmatise “bad practices” rather than stigmatise “teachers in general”, 
which is what is happening now. These bad practices might be widespread (absenteeism, 
shirking etc.), or rare (rape, abuse, corruption) but in both instances we need to consistently 
differentiate and avoid statements like “teachers are incompetent” or “teachers are professional”. 
Some teachers are incompetent but not all, and some teachers are professional but not all. We 
may disagree on whether we are talking about 5%, 10% or 40% but we don’t mean 100% and we 
don’t mean 0%: can we please get away from talking about absolutes? False dichotomies help 
politicians not kids.

8. Some Thoughts on the Way Forward

The tangible thing that we can do, particularly with in-service teacher training, is to find 
substance and reject form. Unfortunately, right now, what happens in education is all about form. 
It is about whether some reform or programme sounds good or looks good on paper, whether it 
looks good politically, whether it is attractive to funders. We need to get past that and focus on 
what works, based on proper evaluation. 



143

We need to differentiate between teachers and identify master teachers and we need to do that in 
a way that is not political. We need to create an institutional structure which will depoliticise this 
professional element of the teaching corps. 

Everyone needs to come to the party and play ball here – the unions, the DBE, NGOs, academics. 
The fact that we haven’t had a director general for two years now is indicative of an absence of 
agreement. Without this position there is a lack of decision-making, authority and accountability. 
The minister is assuming this role while she can’t find a replacement or doesn’t want to find a 
replacement. 

Teachers & Teacher Content Knowledge In SA: Finding A Way Forward
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WALKING SIDE-BY-SIDE    
WITH TEACHERS
Presentation to EE Roundtable, 19 September 2014
Mary Metcalfe

Professor Metcalfe currently spends most of her time on PILO (the Programme to Improve 
Learning Outcomes) and on her work as Chair of the Education Advisory Board of the Open Society 
Foundations. 

1. What is the Greatest Challenge Facing Quality Teaching and 
Learning? 
To answer the first question, (What is the greatest challenge facing quality teaching and learning 
in the public South African education system?): What teachers say about curriculum change is 
that they don’t receive adequate support. No one from the districts is giving them support. For 
example, the ratios of subject advisors to teachers are not good enough. It is not unusual to find a 
subject advisor responsible for 300 schools. It is worse in some provinces than others.
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There is a general sense of the department being a department that doesn’t listen, that doesn’t 
understand the challenges facing teachers. 

Working with poorly functioning schools and understanding the huge impact of community 
challenges on teachers has been a complete eye-opener for me. When I sat with teachers at school 
level, with SADTU teachers in particular, I had an amazing experience. I asked, with respect to 
the many challenges teachers face, how do teachers feel? They said they felt angry. Then I asked 
how they wanted to feel? They said they’re in this because they want to do well, that they care. 

The triple burden of poverty, inequality and unemployment makes it very difficult for them to 
do well. In a sense, where it has been difficult to establish communities, where there has been 
resilience, where there is drug use, teachers are dealing on a daily basis with a volume of social 
challenge that is unspeakable. 

There is an additional dimension to this thing about community and class. I attended the KZN 
SADTU conference. One of the clear political messages was that teachers are the working class. 
But, in fact, teachers are visitors to communities which no longer know them. In one of the worst 
performing schools in Pinetown, a teacher was stabbed by a learner. I have been told that the 
community ululated. 

The next thing is the school itself. I’ve decided not to say a lot here because you know it – toilets, 
sanitation, textbooks, etc. 

Then it’s the classroom. There’s been a lot said today about teacher confidence, competence 
and ability. As a teacher, if you’re underprepared and you don’t have a classroom and you don’t 
have textbooks, and you have to go and face kids who know more than you, that is an immense 
challenge for teachers.

In order to improve the quality of education we have to reach the instructional core. There are 
many blockages to reach that point but in the end it is about what happens there. 

Walking Side-by-Side With Teachers
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I believe that the biggest challenge to quality teaching is a lack of understanding and meaningful 
support for teachers. 

2. Which Aspect of the Teaching Profession Should EE be 
Addressing? 

In answer to the question of what EE should be doing to address this issue, we have got to be able 
to work collaboratively to develop an understanding of the challenge, and systemically build 
support for teachers. 

CONCRETE SUGGESTIONS (1)
• Document teachers work and working conditions 

(partnership Unions, EE, Academic)
– Case Studies and Surveys

• Getting to work and back (NB rural)
– Relationship with community (in or out)

• Management impacts on teachers work (SMT & District)
– Planning and monitoring
– Support

• Availability of resources
– Textbooks
– Toilets
– Stationery
– Quality Meal of the right quantity at the right time

• Language challenges
• Impacts of material conditions in the school on learners and how this 

affects learning – e.g.
– How do water and sanitation challenges impact on classrooms
– How do LTSM challenges impact on classrooms

• Impacts of material conditions out of the school
– Social fabric and the classroom – impacts on teachers work
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For EE, these are the concrete suggestions I have: 

I think it would be very useful for EE to start documenting teacher’s work and working 
conditions. I think, politically, it would be very important to do that as a partnership with unions. 
You have to build better working relationships with all of the unions. 

I think you need some kind of partnership with academics as well because you have to build reach 
in terms of advocacy. 

Regarding a collaboration with Unions, the level you choose to engage is a tactical decision. 
You’ve got to be able to find a place where you can get a foot in the door. You have to find an area of 
the unions where there is receptivity. 

Support and undertake studies and surveys: 

The first thing that interests me is the challenge teachers face in getting to work and back home. I 
am working in the Northern Cape, and we are going to be doing a study on the conditions in which 
teachers live. Somebody needs to understand these difficulties and say ‘we hear you’. We have to 
make it visible and they have to be heard.

Walking Side-by-Side With Teachers
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We have to hear teacher voices about the challenges posed by their working conditions. 

We need to use evidence, texture and voice from the case studies as a basis for discussion 
with, and within, unions. Walk side-by-side with teachers and then you can have the critical 
discussions. 

There are a lot of issues that the unions are not picking up. If the unions had more insight in its 
hands about what it means for teachers to work in the situations they do, they would speak out on 
issues on which they are silent – toilets, textbooks, etc. 

We’ve got to be rebuilding these natural alliances, which should be there, with communities. For 
example, the issue of toilets should be as much a concern for families. We need to find ways to use 
this information to work collaboratively with communities. We need to ask the question: what 
are the common concerns and how do we build alliances? 

We’ve got to start challenging public perceptions that teachers are the problem. If EE were to 
start writing stuff about the conditions in which teachers work, it would change a lot of the 
dynamics and relationship. 

In the worst schools, we have to build relationships with the community. When last did you hear 
of a school calling a community meeting? The only solution, for a lot of the worst schools, is 
through the communities. In terms of evidence, this will form a platform for gathering evidence 
which will challenge conditions. All unions are thin when it comes to research.
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My next suggestion concerns campaigns. You need to be very clear about the objectives and roles: 
who is going to do what at what time? Whatever campaign you choose, it has to address material 
conditions and working conditions, which again, in terms of the circles, brings in community, 
department and school. 

And the last point I would like to make is to only use litigation when it is necessary and will be 
effective. There is no point in litigation which results in empty court orders. It is there to ensure 
compliance with existing regulatory frameworks or to take forward new litigation frameworks 
which support the right to education. When you do that, again, community, school and classroom 
are involved.  

Walking Side-by-Side With Teachers
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