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I will proudly say that I am a teacher. 
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summAry

Teachers Change Agent Network (Teachers CAN) is a DG 

Murray Trust (DGMT) initiative with a vision of seeing 

young teachers play a vital role in the education ecosystem. 

The network was established from the understanding that 

young teachers often enter the profession with high levels of 

motivation to enable every child in South Africa to reach their 

full potential. However, they work in challenging environments, 

where classrooms mirror South Africa’s broader inequalities. 

The network was launched in 2020 and is built on the following elements: 

•	 A strong manifesto to drive a common purpose and national agenda

•	 A fellowship for young teachers who are change agents 

•	 A broader network of young teachers and their allies who believe in and actively work towards 

ensuring that teachers are able to live out the Teachers CAN manifesto.1

This study sets out to explore how young teachers in South Africa understand their experiences, issues, 

challenges, and aspirations relative to each of the points in the Teachers CAN manifesto. Its ultimate 

aim is to bring together role players in the education sector to create a common understanding and 

base from which to work together with young teachers and co-create a new reality where teachers’ 

experiences are valued in building innovative solutions for the education crisis in South Africa. The 

study engaged with 436 young teachers through a combination of online and telephonic surveys as 

well as conducting qualitative interviews and focus group discussions with 75 young teachers. 

The five-point manifesto sets out a set of ideal “states of mind” and relationships that young teachers 

should be able to experience and achieve within their profession. In addition to summarising findings 

relative to each of the manifesto points, we present insights on context factors that inform the decisions 

and experiences of young teachers, which underpin and precede the manifesto, such as motivation and 

working environment. 
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The literature confirms that motivation is a crucial element in understanding and influencing teacher 

behaviour. Our findings show a bouquet of mixed motivations, which include social justice and the 

pursuit of more personal interests. Concern about working conditions was pervasive in the study, with 

many young teachers considering alternative career paths. Working environment is crucial for teacher 

motivation and retention. Young teachers cannot shape this on their own and require the support of 

school management, teachers and education officials. The study found that, although a good proportion 

of young teachers do report being well-supported in schools, there remain significant gaps in induction, 

mentoring and in-class support. School culture and leadership are major determinants of the quality 

of first-time teacher experiences. The experiences of young teachers provide a clear opportunity for a 

more structured bridge between university and the workplace. 

The experiences of young teachers in South Africa ultimately challenge each of us involved in the 

education eco-system to reflect on what we can do from our various corners within the sector to better 

support young teachers in their journey of living out their professional identity.

MANIFESTO pOINT #1:

Engage as equals and for equality in schools 

Most (69%) of the surveyed teachers reported positive experiences, saying that they were always or 

mostly treated as equals and respected. Deeper probing in the qualitative study, however, revealed a more 

nuanced picture of being treated unequally in various ways. Young teachers expressed that being treated 

equally to older teachers does not necessarily mean they feel valued. Only 53% of survey respondents 

said they always or often felt valued within their schools, with many reporting that they are called to 

perform tasks or participate in committees that older teachers are not interested in or are deemed less 

important. Keeping in mind that many young teachers enter the profession with enthusiasm there is a 

real opportunity to cultivate an environment of co-creation between young teachers and their colleagues. 

MANIFESTO pOINT #2:

Support learners to reach their potential in all aspects of their lives 

This point suggests that a teacher’s role transcends that of delivering content, and we found that 

young teachers are strongly motivated by the idea of influencing learners in transformative and 
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inspirational ways. However, while teachers are faced with learners experiencing many of the country’s 

socio-economic challenges, less than half of those surveyed felt that they were given the time or the 

resources to support their learners effectively. Furthermore, understanding the complex socio-economic 

and psycho-social challenges young teachers face will give the education eco-system an opportunity 

to better support them in these areas to ensure that they no longer have to carry the burden of holding 

multiple roles in living out this manifesto point. 

MANIFESTO pOINT #3:

Connect to a wider world of social change 

This point explores the extent to which young teachers are connected to one another and to other 

networks to bring about social change. Most of those surveyed see themselves as being change agents, 

primarily through the many ways they support learners in their care. Although only about a fifth in our 

sample were part of teacher networks outside of school, 60% would like to be part of a network of 

young teachers, if this were available. We found that those who are involved in leadership positions at 

school are more likely to be linked into external teacher networks. 

MANIFESTO pOINT #4:

Innovate and own school-wide teaching practices

The study found that although young teachers have little opportunity to influence the content of the 

curriculum, the majority (71%) of our survey respondents indicated that they “always” had autonomy 

to teach the curriculum in their own style, suggesting a significant amount of freedom in pedagogical 

choices. When this was explored further in qualitative interviews, a more nuanced picture emerged. 

Many teachers felt that they did not have the space or autonomy to innovate and felt limited by 

oversight systems in place. Many were particularly concerned about having the flexibility to deliver 

curriculum at a pace that works for the spectrum of learners in their classrooms. 
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MANIFESTO pOINT #5:

play an active role in school structures 

Only 27% of survey respondents reported participating in school structures, with 59% indicating they 

would like to participate more. About half of the survey respondents who participate indicate that they 

influence decisions within these structures. Through the qualitative interviews it emerged, however, 

that young teachers are often relegated to structures and committees that are of little relevance to the 

broader outcomes of the school. Additionally, considering the fact that more than a third of teachers 

are over the age of 502, and will age out of the profession within the next 10 to 15 years, schools need 

to explore ways of ensuring young teachers are brought into school structures in a meaningful way.

THE wAY FORwARD

The findings of this report showcase that young teachers’ current realities are quite far from the simple 

yet profound ideals set forth by the Teachers CAN manifesto which, when reached, will mean that 

teachers in South Africa will be able to live out a change agent identity that allows for innovation in 

the classroom. The findings of the study validate the need for a network of young teachers who are 

anchored in their professional identities and are given the space and platform to connect with each 

other with a common understanding of being solution-orientated in the complex system in which they 

find themselves. The findings further show that we have many teachers who enter the profession with 

enthusiasm. Every day, teachers have to support their learners through challenges that stem from a 

range of socio-economic issues to ensure a conducive learning environment. However, as they grow in 

their careers, they lose this energy. As a sector we need to work towards meaningfully incorporating 

their voices, views and experiences in the work that we do when trying to address the complex issues 

in education. Ensuring that the daily experiences and positive choices of teachers are leveraged in 

building and shaping the education system.
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Teachers CAN recognises that teaching as a profession is 

nation building, the power of this profession is in the ability to 

positively impact the trajectory of children and therefore whole 

communities lives. As a nation we find ourselves in a critical 

place where one third of teachers are over the age of 50, and 

will age out of the profession within the next 5– 10 years. We 

have an opportunity in this moment to invest in young teachers 

who are coming into the profession highly motivated to be the 

change they want to see and it is our duty as a the education 

fraternity to see how we can rally behind our young teachers 

and create an environment that allows for them to thrive in 

their professional identities. There is no better time than now to:

Connect young teachers to each other
and the profession

+

Amplify the voices of young teachers
who are making strides in their communities

+

Elevate the teaching profession as a whole
so that we can attract more young people.
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InTroDuCTIon
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TEACHERS CHANGE AGENT
NETwORK bACKGROUND 

The Teachers Change Agent Network (Teachers CAN) is an initiative of the DG Murray Trust (DGMT) 

with a vision of seeing young teachers play a vital role in the education eco-system. Teachers grapple 

with complex identities on a spectrum between workers and professionals, often treated as workers 

at a policy level, they are expected to execute an inflexible curriculum, with scripted lessons and little 

room for innovation. In this context, many teachers feel that they are unable to make a difference in the 

education system; even though they are the central stakeholder. 

The network launched in 2020 and is built on the following elements: 

•	 A strong manifesto to drive a common purpose and national agenda

•	 A fellowship for young teachers who are change agents 

•	 A broader network of young teachers and their allies who believe in and live out the Teachers CAN 

manifesto.3

As the network of young teachers and allies4 grows and develops, it aims to identify key systemic issues 

and policy interventions to engage with as a collective of young teachers. Forming the foundational 

basis of the network and movement is the Teachers CAN manifesto. This was developed following 

formative workshops held with young teachers by Teachers CAN in early 2020. It was revised to align 

even closer with the experiences of young teachers following this survey. The Teachers CAN manifesto 

is broad and aspirational in nature. It sets out a simple yet profound set of ideal “states of mind’’ and 

relationships that young teachers should be able to experience and achieve while growing into and 

carrying out their professional identity as change agent teachers. It comprises five core points (also 

referred to as values, principles, aspirations or ideal “states of mind”) to unite young teachers and their 

allies around the teaching profession. 

Social Surveys Africa (SSA) and Social Innovations (SI) were contracted to assist Teachers CAN in 

understanding how young teachers frame and understand their experiences in schools in relation to 

the Teachers CAN Manifesto. 



TEACHERS CAN
MANIFESTO

Whatever the systemic patterns of motivation in the teaching profession in South Africa, individual 

highly motivated teachers continue to influence many young lives. The Teachers CAN manifesto aims to 

create a common purpose and national agenda for the teaching profession in South Africa. It sets what 

Teachers CAN believes every young teacher should be able to access from the education eco-system 

to be able to play the critical role of enabling every child in South Africa to reach their full potential. 

The Teachers CAN manifesto has similarities with the description and traits of a “can-do” teacher as 

described in the DGMT supported book of extraordinary teacher stories Where Light Shines Through. 

Both focus on the power of agency in teachers.5 The traits of a “can-do” teacher are care, resilience, 

a willingness to evolve, agency, and bringing hope and drive.6 Insights from this book flow into the 

current study along with the primary methodologies described below. 

The manifesto comprises five core points to unite young teachers and their allies:

(YOUNG) TEACHERS IN SOUTH AFRICA CAN...

Support learners to reach their potential in all aspects of their lives

Engage as equals and for equality in schools

Innovate own and school-wide teaching practices

play an active role in school structures

Connect to a wider world of social change.
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CONTExT AND bACKGROUND

There is considerable research on the poor performance of the South African education system. 

Teachers are often blamed and are considered to have low motivation and commitment while the 

profession suffers from a poor public image and social status.7 Further, research has found that those in 

leadership positions in secondary schools in South Africa (circuit managers, subject advisers, principals 

and teachers) place blame on and attribute low learner academic performance to all other involved 

parties except themselves.8 Yet, the entire education system and the pursuit of quality education for 

South African learners “highly depends on the engagement, well-being, retention and performance of 

teachers”.9

Research shows the demoralisation of teachers and cites a general lack of support, which impacts their 

performance, their levels of “job satisfaction” (as it is sometimes referred to in the literature), and their 

health and wellbeing.10 Teachers are exiting the teaching profession at an alarming rate,11 with research 

conducted in 2015 on the “supply and demand” of teachers in South Africa showing that thousands of 

teachers are lost on an annual basis.12 Some of the reasons behind mass teacher resignations and early 

retirements in South Africa have been identified as: pressure due to increased workload; low salaries; 

lack of security, safety and indebtedness; and lack of incentives, which demoralises teachers.13 Some 

teacher turnover is normal and “can even be beneficial, as ineffective teachers may be dismissed and 

teacher retirements can make way for teachers with new ideas and energy”.14 However, it is problematic 

when large numbers of teachers move from one school to another or leave the teaching profession 

altogether. Miller and Youngs argue that this can have “instructional, financial, and organisational 

costs for school districts, schools, and student learning”.15 

Although the psycho-social challenges that face all teachers across the country are of concern, it 

appears that young teachers in particular are struggling.16 A worrying trend is the low retention and 

high turnover of beginner or young teachers in the country. Evidence shows that many teachers are 

leaving the profession in their early years of teaching.17 Some of the literature reviewed emphasises how 

the “first year in teaching” is a particularly challenging but extremely important one and influences a 

teacher’s professional career significantly, impacting whether new teachers will stay in the profession.18 

The Teachers Change Agent Network believes that there is a unique window to change the agency 

of young teachers to reshape the human capital of the education system. The Network is designed 
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to address this challenge of young teacher retention by seeking to shift whether young teachers see 

themselves (and are seen by others in the education system) as passive victims of systemic challenges 

or as active agents who can build their own sense of calling and job satisfaction while impacting on the 

education system in the process. Teachers CAN aims to foster this shift by connecting young teachers 

around the manifesto, amplifying young teachers’ voices around their shared challenges and successes 

through an a-political platform, and elevating the teaching profession by nurturing their identity as 

professional agents of change in South Africa.

ObjECTIvES OF THE STUDY 

Social Surveys Africa (SSA) and Social Innovations (SI) were contracted to assist Teachers CAN to 

understand the current realities of young teachers so they can exercise their identity as professionals 

in the South African education system. The study, therefore, sets out to paint a nuanced picture of the 

experiences of young teachers currently – their challenges, success stories, horror stories, attempts to 

practise agency, etc. – and to understand how far away this experience is from the ideals espoused in 

the Teachers CAN manifesto. 

The study findings aim to inform Teachers CAN’s advocacy and communications work around the 

Network, provide the education eco-system with a dipstick gauge of the current realities of young 

teachers, and a starting point to begin reflecting on how young teachers can be better supported to 

live out their identities as professional change agent teachers. The combination of storytelling and 

strong empirical data is important because it allows us to showcase that teachers are “change agents 

in society” and their stories “provide key resources for effective teacher education programmes, that 

teachers’ significant life experiences and dispositions influence teaching practice, that supportive 

learning environments influence teachers’ dispositions positively and that experiences related to 

personal attributes influence teachers’ dispositions”.19
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METHODOLOGICAL AppROACH 

The research design employed an iterative mixed-methods approach combining formative interviews, 

a literature review, a self-completed zero-rated online questionnaire, telephonic surveys, telephonic in-

depth interviews, and focus group discussions. The methodological approach was adjusted in line with 

COVID-19 restrictions, which came into effect after the start of the study, so all interviews and focus 

groups were conducted remotely. 

This mixed-methods approach was selected to achieve the maximum diversity of voices across different 

frames of experiences and backgrounds. It was also helpful to triangulate issues and to identify 

common emergent themes. While the survey responses (online and telephonic) elicit broad experiences, 

the in-depth interviews and focus groups supplement this through storytelling and allow for a deeper 

probing of emergent themes.

meTHoDoLoGy

TABLe 1: SUMMARY OF pRIMARY METHODS

meTHoD

Formative Interviews

Survey Respondents (including online
self-completion and telephonic)

Focus Group Discussions

In-depth Interviews

ToTAL TeACHers enGAGeD

sAmpLe

6

300 (436 including partially
completed surveys)

4 (20 participants in total)

65

391
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The target group of the study was originally defined as teachers under the age of 30 with five or less 

years of experience. During the study, this was revised to include any teacher under the age of 35, 

irrespective of their years of teaching experience.20 

LITERATURE REvIEw

A literature review was conducted at the beginning of the study to summarise existing research 

from South Africa and other countries into the experiences of young teachers, and specifically, the 

main themes covered by the Teachers CAN manifesto. Although much of the literature on teaching 

and learning in South African schools aims to identify how teachers’ performance impacts learner 

performance, the focus of the review has been to seek to understand the underlying causes of poor 

teacher performance, the challenges faced by teachers, and how these can be collectively addressed 

by working with teachers directly. 

The literature review is available as a stand-alone document, and relevant insights from it are included 

in the respective findings section of this report. 

FORMATIvE INTERvIEwS

Six semi-structured exploratory interviews were conducted with young teachers in November 2020 with 

the aim of informing the study with insights from the perspective of teachers themselves. The emergent 

themes from these discussions were fed into the development of the rest of the study methodology. 

SURvEY

The aim of the survey was to understand a wide range of young teacher experiences across different 

contexts. Altogether, a total of 300 surveys were completed with young teachers, of which 130 were self-

completed online, and 170 were conducted by SSA researchers telephonically. The survey results for all 

300 survey responses are analysed together throughout the rest of this report. Due to the length of the 

questionnaire, not all respondents who started the survey completed it. An additional 136 interviews 
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that were at least 50% complete have, where appropriate, been included in the analysis, bringing the 

total sample for some questions to 436. The total base sample is reported for each question in the rest 

of the report. 

The survey sample reflects the diversity of young teacher demographics (gender, age, years of teaching 

experience, types of teacher training) and contexts (province, school quintile, phase (foundation, 

intermediate, senior, FET phase) and school type (primary, secondary, comprehensive).21 

Demographically, 70% (n = 308) of respondents were female and 29% (n = 125) male, with 3 (1%) 

respondents identifying as non-binary (Figure 1). This reflects the known trend of the teaching 

professional being predominantly female. In terms of race groups, 88% of respondents were Black 

African, 6% Coloured, 3% White and 2% Indian/Asian. 98% of respondents were South African citizens, 

with four respondents from Zimbabwe, one from Malawi and one from Lesotho. 

The sample has a good distribution by age group and years of experience within the target range 

(under 35) (Figure 2).

The sample was diverse by province (Figure 3), type of school (Figure 4) and quintile. 

All quintiles were represented in the sample. For those teachers who responded to the question on school 

quintile,22 21% were in quintile 1, 12% quintile 2, 23% quintile 3, 16% quintile 4 and 6% quintile 5 schools. 

FOCUS GROUp DISCUSSIONS
AND IN-DEpTH INTERvIEwS 

After the survey component of the study was completed, qualitative methods (including four focus 

groups with a total of 20 participants and 65 in-depth telephonic interviews) were used to engage 

further with selected survey respondents. These focus groups and interviews tested themes emerging 

from the surveys, generated personal stories to illustrate these themes, and elicited insights into 

how young teachers interpreted and responded to the language of the manifesto. The focus group 

discussions and interviews were transcribed, and emerging themes were coded and analysed using 

QCAmap software. These themes and select quotes are reported throughout the report and placed in 

dialogue with the survey results and the literature. 
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FIGure 1: SURvEY SAMpLE bY GENDER (n=436)
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FIGure 2: SURvEY SAMpLE bY AGE AND YEARS OF ExpERIENCE (n=436)
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FIGure 3: SURvEY SAMpLE bY pROvINCE (n=436)
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FIGure 4: SURvEY SAMpLE bY SCHOOL TYpE (n=436)
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Key FInDInGs

CONTExT FACTORS 

Before discussing our findings on the lived experiences of young teachers in relation to the manifesto 

points, we present findings on two crucial context factors informing young teachers’ decisions and 

experiences, which underpin and precede all five manifesto points: teacher motivations and in-school 

support levels. 

TEACHER MOTIvATION

Teachers CAN was founded with the intent to engage with young teachers as committed social justice 

champions. This assumes that a) many young people go into teaching with existing public interest 

motivations; and b) at least some of the young people who become teachers with more personal 

motivations can be engaged to shift or augment their motivations to include social justice and public 

interest identities.

The literature confirms that motivation is crucial in understanding and influencing teacher behaviour. 

Our qualitative findings show a complex picture of mixed motivations among most of the young 

teachers we interviewed. 

The idea of being “a teacher at heart”23 and the conception of teaching as a “calling” is recognised in 

the literature as an important component of what motivates teachers. Studies show that teachers with 

a calling orientation regard their work as an inseparable part of their lives: “having a calling … reduce[s] 

the intention to leave by encouraging and sustaining a sense of meaningful work”.24 The same study 

argues that “teachers wanting to make a difference in the lives of others” are less likely to leave if they 

experience personal fulfilment in their work and if they see their jobs as socially valuable. 

A recent book titled Where Light Shines Through documents the stories of 16 South African teachers 

with a “can do” approach. These teachers are described as “excelling at their calling” despite the odds 

and from whom lessons can be learned about improving the performance of public schooling. The 

book “turns our gaze momentarily away from public officials who are in power, towards those who are 

in service”.25 This framing shifts the discussion about (young) teacher motivation and retention away 

from individual interests such as compensation, training and career progression to more collective and 
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service-oriented forms of support such as whether teachers have a sense of agency, feel empowered to 

navigate the education system and its structures, and have the professional freedom and responsibility 

to innovate. 

In the 2018 OECD TALIS study, 49% of teachers in South Africa stated that teaching was their first-

choice career, which was the lowest share of teachers among all countries and economies participating 

in the study.26 This may suggest teachers start out in the profession without a full commitment to it and 

may also reflect a low societal valuation of the teaching profession, which impacts on young teachers’ 

sense of status. 90% of South African teachers (compared to an OECD average of 61%) found the 

economic opportunities and steady career path of teaching to be a strong motivator, suggesting self-

interest as a vital factor in career choice.27 However, also important to note is that “perceptions of low 

pay, difficult work conditions, limited career advancement and inadequate professional development 

makes teaching an unattractive career path, particularly to top, young achievers who have various 

labour market options. Therefore, the South African education system does not manage to recruit and 

retain enough young quality teachers, especially in mathematics, science and languages.”28

On the other hand, the same survey found that “97% of teachers in South Africa cite the opportunity 

to influence children’s development or contribute to society as a major motivation” for teaching.29 The 

study also noted the need for teachers to ensure their own well-being and avoid “pervasive exhaustion” 

or burnout.30 This breaks down the dichotomy between supposedly “selfless” social welfare motivation 

and “selfish” concerns about remuneration and working conditions, emphasising that both are valid 

and needed for teachers to be able to do their work. 

Research from 2015 showed that a quarter of recently qualified teachers were dissatisfied with the 

teaching profession in South Africa because of low salaries and the poor image associated with the 

profession.31 A 2018 quantitative study on teacher retention factors in South Africa highlighted that “a 

high number of competent graduate teachers choose to relocate to other countries or find employment 

in other industries”.32 The study found that three retention factors – compensation, training and 

development, and career opportunities – were key and that “participants who were happy with their 

opportunities in these three retention factors were more vigorous, dedicated and absorbed in their 

work”.33 

The combination of social justice motivation and concerns about working conditions (such as 
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compensation and career opportunities) was also pervasive in the views of young teachers interviewed 

for this study. Our research revealed that many young teachers held a social justice motivation for 

entering the profession. They were inspired to make the world a better place. However, once they entered 

the workplace this was eroded by concerns about working conditions and concerns about compensation 

and career opportunities. Many reported considering alternative career paths or augmenting teaching 

incomes with other work. 

with regards to our country – with Fundza Lushaka – this bursary was given out because 

there was a shortage of teachers everywhere. when I finished my degree, I couldn’t be 

placed. Schools were full. Teachers were in excess. So, there is a need for teachers, but 

where? I was even prepared to take a post in a rural school because that’s where they 

say they need teachers. It was a great battle for me. In KZN, I was an SGb teacher. SGb 

teachers are exploited. They are restricted from doing things; they are given the full 

load of a teacher but are paid a fraction of the salary. So, when I got this opportunity 

(in johannesburg), I grabbed it because it’s stability, permanency, my future is secure. 

Many reported considering alternative career paths. Intentions range from finding other options within 

education to augmenting teaching incomes with other work to leaving the sector entirely. 

I will be teaching for as long as I am building my side businesses. we are under a lot 

of pressure, and we are underpaid. we receive a lot of criticism. I’m busy with property 

on the side, renting, and I want to move into selling. I also sell clothes; I love clothes! 

whatever I do, I will still interact with people, but not in education, in business. 
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A number of young teachers spoke about the teaching profession being “political” and therefore not 

offering a viable career ladder. 

I have been doing it for six years, but there is a lot of problems, man. I don’t think that it 

is a career that I would love to be in financially because it is, how can I say, it is controlled 

by lots of political factors, so it doesn’t play a role in society. You know teachers are 

underestimated, they are not respected in society, and I don’t understand why.

IN-SCHOOL CONTExT:
INDUCTION, MENTORSHIp AND SUppORT

The quality of school management has been found to be key to many different education outcomes, 

including young teacher retention, and so sets a crucial backdrop to the question of how and to 

what extent young teachers are able to exhibit agency and leadership in their schools and broader 

environments. The literature suggests that working environment is crucial for teacher motivation and 

retention, but young teachers cannot shape this environment on their own – they need the support of 

school management, education officials and others. 

A 2012 OECD Teaching and Learning International Survey (TALIS) report identifies measures which 

“could offer the greatest opportunities for improving schooling through supporting young teachers”. 

These include greater job differentiation between new and experienced teachers, appraisal and 

feedback, and improved mentoring and induction programmes.34 

Some of the literature emphasises that the “first year in teaching” is the transition to the teaching 

profession and is the “time to achieve or break”.35 It is a particularly challenging but important year, 

and the experiences of a teacher and the conditions they work under during this period are significantly 

influential on effectiveness in the profession, attitude and behaviours in the long term; their professional 

development; and whether new teachers will stay in the profession.36 
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I have no regrets. Even if I look back at my first year of being miserable, it has taught me 

so much and helped with my direction. I love what I do. I don’t think I would ever leave 

the field of education. 

The 2012 OECD TALIS report emphasised the importance of better mentoring and induction for new 

teachers.37 The report found that in South Africa, 50% of “novice teachers” (with five years’ or less 

experience) reported having a formal mentor, which is double the OECD average but still relatively 

low. In South Africa, 69% of teachers report having participated in some kind of formal or informal 

induction when they joined their current school, compared with 42% of teachers across OECD countries 

participating in TALIS.38 

Our survey results are close to the TALIS results in that 60% of young teachers report going through an 

induction process at their school. Of those who underwent an induction process, 77% found it helpful, 

22% found it moderately useful, and less than two percent did not find it useful. 

According to the Executive Dean of Education at the University of Johannesburg, if young teachers “are 

placed in schools where they have mentors, where they get a lot of support, their experience of how we 

have prepared them is positive. If they are placed at schools where there is little support… then they think 

we haven’t prepared them well enough”.39 There is evidence that “the greater the intensity of mentoring 

programmes, the greater their impact on student outcomes”, with an intensity normally measured as the 

frequency of meetings with mentors to encourage constructive feedback for new teachers.40 54% of our 

survey respondents reported having a mentor. 84% of those with a mentor found it useful. 

When looking beyond the initial induction and mentorship relationship, however, only 51% of our 

survey respondents felt that they “always” had sufficient in-classroom support; 28% felt support was 

“sometimes” adequate and 21% “never” had in-classroom support. 
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I had an experience where I had to sink or swim; I was kind of left by myself to try and 

see how I’m going to… teach these kids without having any kind of guidance or support.

The international literature identifies not only the presence but the quality of in-school support systems 

as an important factor in young teacher growth.41 A study conducted in Turkey found that most novice 

teachers described their first year as a negative experience.42 In line with the findings of this study, our 

respondents described various contexts in which they felt abandoned and unsupported. 

The focus and purpose of mentorship are also important. Many of our respondents noted that their 

university education did not prepare them for the practicalities of classroom life. That good mentorship 

around non-academic teaching roles (beyond technical teaching skills) was extremely valuable to them, 

including learning to deal with their own expectations of themselves. 

when you study to become a teacher, it’s not practical. I have never used anything in 

the classroom that I have studied. The only time you learn what it is like in a classroom 

is during teaching practice. And what I have realised [is that] teaching practice is not 

standardised everywhere. Sometimes a student teacher will make friends with their 

mentor, and the mentor just signs off. but when that happens and you get a job, and you 

are faced with things, it’s only then you realise what the job entails and the responsibility 

you have towards the institution and the learners. 

Mentorship around how to support learners with challenging personal and social backgrounds was 

also something young teachers valued greatly. 
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Older teachers are moving out, and now it’s our turn. As a young teacher, a mentorship 

programme would be amazing. Maybe even at the university level, they could bring in 

retired teachers to share their experiences: what it’s like dealing with a difficult parent, 

what it’s like dealing with a child who’s being sexually abused at home. How to cope 

with those things, how to deal with them correctly. The young teachers I have come into 

contact with are hungry, and that’s important. That we don’t come in and think, well, I 

have a job and a salary and four holidays a year – that’s the stereotype of what being a 

teacher is. but being able to work around many young teachers who are invested in their 

kids, not just their careers. They are there for those learners; that’s what’s beautiful for 

me to see. Going forward, that’s what the product is; that’s what we are sending out into 

schools. Even if it’s only one in 10, that one will go in and make a difference in a child’s 

life, not just stand in front of a class and talk. 

Many of these issues point to the broader question of school culture and leadership. This is a major 

determinant of the quality of the experience of all teachers but particularly influences first-time 

teachers. 

That school, when I joined, was getting used to new leadership. I am quite outspoken 

and free-spirited. I don’t just conform. My personality didn’t fit with the culture they 

were going for. It got better over time. I stayed there for four years. but I am now at 

a school, working with a principal who encourages individuality. She wants you to be 

yourself; she pushes you to push to your best ability. She trusts you, and that’s a big one 

for me. She knows that she hired a qualified professional, and she allows you to do what 

you need to do and when the results come in, she allows those to speak for themselves. 
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What constitutes school culture is complex. However, there have been studies that begin to help flesh 

out what this means in practice. A research study commissioned by the South African Department of 

Higher Education and Training (DHET) identified five school criteria as important to consider when 

placing student teachers, namely: leadership and vision (characteristics like a positive ethos, a culture 

of teaching and learning and a caring, welcoming environment); professionalism (manifests in teachers 

who share knowledge and skills and are willing to learn); functionality (includes a good work ethic and 

ethos, good internal and external channels of communication and an infrastructure which ensures that 

teaching can actually happen); good teaching and learning (knowledge of the curriculum, positive 

learning outcomes, and practices and processes that support learning); and resilience (the ability 

to prepare student teachers for different contexts and, most importantly, a commitment to ongoing 

teacher, pupil and student-teacher growth).43 The research highlighted the need for “novice teachers to 

feel supported and enthusiastic about the professional path they have chosen. They have to appreciate 

the complexity of teaching and understand what it takes to be a teacher in urban, rural, rich or poor 

contexts.”44 

The final element of a supportive school environment that emerges from the literature relates to 

unions. Initiatives such as Newly Qualified Teachers (NQT) Project, undertaken in 2018 by the School of 

Education at the University of Cape Town (UCT), stress the importance of new teachers knowing their 

rights, understanding the law, ensuring that schools and employers do not “take advantage of your 

can-do attitude and your willingness to do what it takes to benefit your students,” and avoiding getting 

burnt out. The NQT Project strongly recommends that teachers join a union so that they will have 

access to advice on labour disputes, benefits, working conditions and conflict mediation, as well as 

professional development opportunities.45 In our study, union membership was not explicitly explored, 

but some young teachers mentioned not being union members because their positions were temporary, 

or they were still studying. 
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MANIFESTO pOINT #1:
Engage as equals and for equality in schools

This manifesto point is about the quality of relationships that 

young teachers have in their working environment. It implies both a 

confident, pro-active stance by the young teachers (claiming equal 

status) and an open, accepting stance by their peers and managers 

(granting equal status).

The NQT Project emphasised the importance of managing 

relationships, arguing that “with all the focus on curriculum, lesson 

planning, classroom layout, exams and results, it is easy to lose 

sight of an incredibly important core tenant of working in a school: 

schooling is fundamentally about relationships”.46 Teachers have 

to manage the key relationships between themselves and their 

colleagues (school management and other teachers) and parents. 

The relationships with learners are covered under a separate point 

in the manifesto. 

Teachers’ identity often sits between that of worker and professional, 

and they are often treated as workers at the policy level, which 

brings with it the assumption of reduced value in independent 

thought and action. The implicit assumption of the manifesto point, 

in contrast, is that young teachers are professionals and therefore have the motivation, energy, ideas 

and impulse for making a progressive change that ultimately benefits learners. Also implicit in this 

point is the unacceptableness of differential treatment or discrimination based on a teacher’s age, race, 

gender, sexuality, religious beliefs or nationality.47 

We note that the concept of equality in schools includes both engaging as an equal and being seen 

as valuable. These are distinct because some respondents noted that they were not treated any 

differently from more experienced teachers (equal), but that overall teacher views were rarely valued in 

the education system (not valued). 
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Collegial relationships in schools are fundamental to young teachers’ sense of job satisfaction and have 

an impact on retention decisions by teachers. A recent study conducted in the United States indicated 

that first-year teachers’ perceptions of person-organisation fit with their teaching colleagues was “the 

strongest predictor of teacher retention”.48 Although the study was focused on teacher-hiring practices 

and interventions in schools, the findings that first-year teachers value their collegial relationships 

when making retention decisions and that induction should focus on developing relationships between 

teachers49 are significant for the current study. 

Overall, the teachers responding to our survey reported positive experiences in terms of their relationships 

with colleagues (69% reporting that they were always mostly treated as equal and respected), but in 

the qualitative interviews, the same proportion of respondents reported in more nuanced ways that 

they were treated unequally in various ways. These included intergenerational hierarchies as well as 

institutional role hierarchies. 

we are forced to call someone ‘mama’ at work, you know, if they do something wrong, 

you can’t tell them that they are wrong, they tell you that I’m your parent. we are not 

respected, and when you speak out, they say you are very disrespectful; when you are 

assertive, you are aggressive.

when it comes to promotional posts, they don’t give them to young people, and they give 

them to old people. If you look at the HOD, the principal, the deputy principal are older 

people – 40 and above.

Promotion to managerial positions is commonly premised on experience across sectors and institutions. 

Lack of immediate access for young teachers may therefore not be unreasonable. 

The survey findings show that even if teachers feel they are treated equally, this may not translate into 

feeling valued or that their views are taken seriously. Only 53% of survey respondents said that they 

always or often felt valued and taken seriously, which was confirmed by the qualitative interviews. 

Some examples of being valued may not be entirely in the young teachers’ interests. For example, a 

30



number of teachers reported that their views are sought for school activities that are out of the scope 

of interest or expertise of the more experienced colleagues, such as the use of computers to set exams 

papers, setting up technology at the school, fund raising, sports and art activities.

It is notable that, according to our survey results, teachers with less than two years of working 

experience were more likely to feel that their views were valued than young teachers who had been 

working for two to five years (Figure 5). This was supported by the qualitative interviews in which new 

graduates expressed more enthusiasm and felt positive about bringing new ideas to their schools, 

while more experienced young teachers had lost some of this initial confidence. 

In my previous school, I came directly from wits, and my senior felt as though I was 

coming with too many ideas. So, each time she had to remind me that ‘listen here, we’ve 

been at this for so many years, I’ve got so many years experience so your new ideas, 

don’t act like we’ve never tried anything like that’ so it was very discouraging and more 

competitive. 

 

The experiences of young teachers with regard to engaging as equals and for equality in schools 

provides an opportunity for bridging generational gaps in schools. Young teachers enter the workforce 

with enthusiasm and positive energy. Work needs to be done to keep this enthusiasm by cultivating an 

environment that does not stifle it but rather allows for co-creation between young teachers and their 

colleagues. 
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FIGure 5: pERCEpTION THAT vIEwS ARE vALUED bY LENGTH OF TIME IN TEACHING (n=300)
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MANIFESTO pOINT #2:
Support learners to reach their full potential
in aspects of their lives. 

This manifesto point speaks to the quality of the 

relationship between young teachers and learners, 

their ability to help children develop their minds, 

reach their potential, and grow into the people 

they want to become. Teachers CAN is premised on 

the assumption that teachers have a particularly 

influential role to play in young people’s lives and can 

help learners to reach their potential, irrespective (or 

in spite) of their home and community backgrounds. 

This relationship and influence transcend the 

teacher’s role in delivering content. 

In the formative and in-depth interviews for this 

study, when teachers spoke about their relationships 

with and influence on the children in their classes, 

they became animated. However, the relationships 

between young teachers and learners are mediated 

by several factors, which are well documented in the literature and supported by our own study. These 

include: 

•	 Wide gaps between the social needs of many learners and the resources of schools and teachers 

to address these needs. Many teachers feel overwhelmed and unprepared to support learners and 

tell stories of personal sacrifice and commitment to helping their learners. 

•	 The administrative and curriculum-coverage burdens placed on teachers leave little time for 

teachers to engage in a personal and holistic manner with individual learners. Nearly a third of 

surveyed teachers reported having sufficient time in an average day to deal with the social and 

psychological challenges facing children in their class. 
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•	 In many schools, high levels of violence and disciplinary challenges not only require teacher time 

but also shift the experience some teachers have of learners from “innocent” child to threatening 

adult. 

Most of the teachers we interviewed are already supporting learners in many ways, often to their own 

personal costs in terms of time, energy, and money. The interviews illustrated that a certain level of 

learner orientation provides positive motivation, energy and meaning to young teachers. However, too 

much expectation around supporting learners can be overwhelming, given that young teachers are 

already struggling with emotional and work pressure burn-out and cannot realistically be expected to 

feel personally responsible for addressing all the structural social issues their learners face. 

MOTIvATION AND MEANING

All the interview respondents had inspirational stories to tell about how they have supported children. 

They give examples of academic breakthroughs, behavioural change, socio-economic support, or 

violent crisis management.

The highlight of my career was 2017; I was teaching Grade 3 at the time. There was a 

child I was told by previous teachers who was one of the weaker learners. It was the 

smallest thing. He was just trying to learn a new phonics sound. And he used it in a 

sentence, and we used it correctly, and I said to him, “you see, you can do it,” and he got 

really excited to the point it looked like he wanted to cry. And that is a highlight when 

you see the light go on in the child. when you see how much joy they get from realising 

they can do it with the right teaching and the right guidance. 

Young teachers want to see themselves as full people in their interactions with learners, as “human” 

and not only as educational content-imparting automatons. Several interview respondents emphasised 

the efforts and methods they use to become fully human to their learners.
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Recently I had a person who complimented me at a parents meeting. He said thank you 

so much. I’m not sure if you have done psychology, but you are a perfect psychologist. 

Thank you for being who you are to my child. And that made me happy. It means that 

I am making a difference in the children’s lives. I always say I want them to be excited 

when they think about school, not frown. I want them to say they are going to school 

no matter what because they are going to see Miss M, and she is going to make our day 

brighter; she is going to make us smile.

Several of the young teachers used the language of parenting or of coaching learners or both. The 

parenting narrative largely revolved around teaching basic manners as well as showing overall care, 

while the coaching narrative related to engaging learners’ own critical thinking faculties. 

You are not just a teacher but also a parent. You tell them how important education is 

and that they should take education seriously, because most of them, especially in the 

location, don’t take education seriously. 

Some of the young teachers we interviewed noted that being younger enabled them to form different 

kinds of relationships with learners, especially high school learners. Some also noted that older teachers 

had lost the motivation to help learners change their circumstances. 

I have an influence on my learners beyond the curriculum. They relate more to me than 

to an older teacher. There are particular learners that I am helping with career guidance. 

To them, I am new from university; they think I know about the state of universities, they 

talk to me about what they would like to do. 
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bETwEEN bASIC NEEDS AND bASIC SERvICES 

Yet beyond these inspirational intentions, teachers in South Africa are expected to take on many 

responsibilities related to the country’s socio-economic challenges without necessarily being given the 

resources to do so. This creates a structural barrier to fulfilling the aspirations contained in the manifesto 

point on “support all learners to reach their full potential in all aspects of their lives”. Lack of physical resources 

is one key challenge. The 2018 OECD TALIS report on South Africa highlighted significant material resource 

shortages hindering many schools’ capacity to provide quality instruction. School principals’ two most 

frequently reported shortages concern library materials (70% reported; OECD average is 16%) and digital 

technology for instruction (65% reported; OECD average 25%). In addition, two other important resource 

shortages are reported quite frequently: 56% of principals report a shortage of physical infrastructure 

(OECD average 26%), and 60% report a shortage of support personnel (OECD average 33%).50 Social 

complexity is also particularly high in South Africa, where 60% of teachers work in schools with more than 

10% of students whose first language is not the language of instruction (OECD average is 21%) and 11% of 

teachers work in schools where at least 10% of the students have a migrant background (OECD average 

17%). Importantly in South Africa, 71% of teachers work in schools in which more than 30% of students are 

socio-economically disadvantaged. This is much higher than the OECD average of 20% and highlights the 

well-known pattern of high levels of poverty and/or inequality in the country.51

While few of our respondents spoke about severe resource shortages in their schools, most related stories 

of extreme socio-economic deprivation among learners and especially stories of learners experiencing 

domestic and sexual violence, neglect, and broken family situations. Most of the young teachers relayed 

these stories as motivating examples of how they were able to help learners in such circumstances. 

Last year a child confided in me. She couldn’t talk to her parents because they were very 

strict. She said maybe it’s nothing, but it makes me feel uncomfortable. And I discovered 

that the child was being abused by a cousin. we were able to deal with that, call the 

parents in, and the parents were able to sort it out. That’s why I want to be an educational 

psychologist; someone who can help the learners whenever they have a problem beyond 

their schoolwork.
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However, others noted that they had not been prepared for how to deal with such situations in their 

studies. 

I feel that university prepares you for the knowledge side of being a teacher. Can you 

take content, understand it, and relay the information? I feel that I was not prepared for 

everything else that comes with being a teacher. I wish I did more child psychology. In 

my first year of teaching, I had a child in my class who was being physically abused. It 

sort of broke me a little bit. You want to take that child, put him in your car and take him 

home. That’s your initial instinct, but you can’t do that. And the EQ that it forced me to 

develop, I was not prepared for it.

 

TIME TO CARE

Young teachers in the formative workshops held by Teachers CAN expressed a deep desire for more 

time for the “invisible and enjoyable work” of teaching, which is around connecting with and building up 

learners.52 The ability of teachers to provide the kind of enabling environment for learners and to fulfil 

this core value is often a question of available time. Related barriers are around the need for teachers 

to spend a lot of their time dealing with safety concerns, ill-discipline, violence, and bullying, which 

directly impact children’s wellbeing and development. Research conducted on new teachers developed 

by the NQT Project at UCT emphasised that time management is the single biggest challenge facing 

new teachers and that “demands on a teachers’ time are enough to make anyone feel exhausted”. 

A management tool was developed for new teachers in order to assist them to manage their time, 

prioritise well-being and rest, and ensure they are able to teach classes that are of value to learners.53

Our survey findings confirm that less than half of young teachers (43%) feel they consistently have 

enough time to engage learners about broader issues in society, and even fewer have time to deal with 

the social and psychological challenges facing children in their class.
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DEALING wITH DISCIpLINE

In terms of classroom environment, relationships between students and teachers in South Africa are 

regarded as positive overall, with 85% of teachers in the 2018 TALIS study agreeing that students and 

teachers usually get on well with each other.54 However, school safety is an ongoing concern in South 

Africa, with violence in classrooms a challenge for teachers because it disrupts teaching and learning. 

South African schools experience much higher frequency and levels of safety challenges than the OECD 

average, which impacts the daily experience of teachers.

How teachers are either enabled or constrained to respond to violent incidents in classrooms is critical. 

A recent study found that the mechanisms of the National School Safety Framework (NSSF) “find little 

enabling teacher agentic action, where learning is concerned”, and that while teachers are required to 

perform many roles as measures of reducing violence to promote school safety, none involve pedagogic 

strategies or techniques. The study concluded that the NSSF mechanisms are inadequate as an 

education policy related to school safety within South African schools’ current context of insecurity.55

The 2012 OECD TALIS report identified several measures that “could offer the greatest opportunities for 

improving schooling through supporting young teachers”, including that new teachers require support 

and development to improve their classroom management practices.56 Studies have shown that new 

teachers often lack the necessary classroom management skills, and a considerable amount of class 

time is spent by young teachers keeping order among their students. This results in the reduction of 

effective teaching and learning time for students and leaves less time for this kind of enjoyable and 

meaningful work.57

Young teachers also must deal with high levels of bullying and violence, and “negotiating and managing 

bullying in schools has become progressively challenging for teachers, more so for novice teachers 

entering the profession”.58

While most of the young teachers we interviewed focused on positive stories about their relationships 

with learners, some did mention worries about discipline and violence in their schools, with a focus on 

the role of (some) teachers and school structures in co-creating the discipline challenges. 
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There are learners who do not take us seriously because some of them are like 23 or 25 

years old. Most of these older learners disrespect us because we look younger, and they 

treat us as their peers. They are very disrespectful and do not want to pay attention 

when you are teaching. 

With an understanding of the complex socio-economic and psycho-social issues that young teachers 

encounter in the classroom the education eco-system needs to reflect on how to better support young 

teachers in these areas to ensure that they no longer have to carry the burden of holding multiple roles 

and are able to show up as best as possible in their professional identity. 
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MANIFESTO pOINT #3:
Connect to a wider world of social change

This manifesto point speaks to the ability and desire of 

young teachers to connect themselves to a broader project 

of social change. 

We have interpreted this manifesto point to be largely about 

being networked, e.g. the active component of “connecting” 

rather than a focus on the nature or quality of social change 

achieved. The literature confirms the importance of networks 

for teachers. Recent research conducted on the TEACH South 

Africa programme found that it is particularly important 

to study what candidates would need to motivate them to 

consider placements in the long-term in difficult schools and 

areas.59 The research showed the importance of networking, which played a key role both during and 

after the programme as well as providing some measure of job satisfaction to teachers.60 “Connecting” 

around social change is therefore of benefit both to people in the wider community (including learners 

and other young people) and to the teacher her or himself as this provides support to teachers in 

navigating the complex socio-economic challenges faced by learners in their classrooms. 

In this study, we focused on understanding the extent to which young teachers were active in terms of 

educational activities (broadly conceived) outside of their school-based work, to any activities involving 

support to young people or engagements with other teachers. We did not explore in any depth whether 

teachers were active in other spheres such as politics, social activism (e.g. on climate change, etc.) or 

local social welfare activities (e.g. through religious organisations or personal donations), etc. Almost 

all the teachers interviewed qualitatively (except for two) have a self-concept of being change agents in 

the wider society; most particularly, they spoke about social change related to the different ways they 

support their learners. 

Social network groups are widely understood by the sample, with 45% of young teachers interviewed 

belonging to church groups, social media groups and others, such as running groups. However, only 

about a fifth of the young teachers in our sample were part of teacher networks outside of their school. 
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60% responded that they would see a role for themselves in a broader network of young teachers 

outside their school (such as Teachers CAN) in the future if this were available. Teachers in quintile 4 

and 5 schools were more willing to join such a network than teachers in quintile 1 and 2 schools. 

When we look at these findings concerning other survey questions around participation in school 

structures, some teachers are generally more active and take on leadership roles, both inside and 

outside of school. Teachers who take on leadership roles within the school (e.g. participate in school 

structures) are significantly more likely to also be involved in external teacher networks (32%), compared 

to those who are not internally active (18%). A follow-up question asked the young teachers whether 

they saw a role for themselves in a broader network of young teachers (such as Teachers CAN) outside 

of their school, to which more than 60% responded positively. 

Below are quotes of how connected teachers view teacher networks and their role in these networks. 

Teachers mentioned that most of these networks involve online groups with teachers at the district 

level or groups on social media such as Facebook with peers who have similar interests. It would appear 

that there is a strong need for local peer networks or communities of learning. There is also a preference 

for online platforms over physical groups, because this allows teachers to engage with a diverse group 

of teachers beyond geographical boundaries. These findings correspond with the Van den Beemta et 

al (2018) study, which found that teachers were involved in learning networks to engage with other 

teachers and exchange knowledge, ideas and material.61

The networks mentioned range from formal externally organised teacher training coaching networks 

to informal teacher-initiated networks, either with other teachers or with young people in non-school 

settings. 

Teachers are friends with teachers! I know a lot of teachers, but I am not part of any 

formal network. My honours course has opened a network of teachers. we are teachers 

from all sorts of schools and all sorts of areas. Some teachers are even from out of the 

province. we have kept up our whatsApp group from last year. It would be lovely to be 

part of a broader network. 
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I am not part of an education network, but I am a member of The Flying Cows of jozi, 

an initiative that harnesses the skills of Uj Education students to facilitate digital 

education programmes for clients. we speak via whatsApp, share challenges and help 

each other whenever we can. And I have recently joined a union but have not been 

involved in a lot of union activities. 

Teacher unions are a particular form of teacher network that a number of interviewees mentioned. 

Almost all the teachers who reported being part of a union are unhappy with the ability of unions to 

meet their needs as teachers, both professionally and personally. A minority mentioned that they valued 

the outings and workshops that the union organised. However, most joined out of fear of dismissal and 

hoped that the union would be a support if that happens. 

I think ever since I have been a teacher, I am fighting with them [union] you know, I am 

always fighting with them because I feel like they don’t listen to us. They don’t give us 

enough support to meet the needs of teachers. They don’t fight for us when they have 

to, you know.

Overall, young teachers do not seem to have a strong network culture for effecting social change. While 

there are a number of organisations that are available for young teachers to tap into for various issues 

in their communities so that they do not have to carry the burden alone, there is a need to map out 

these offerings so that young teachers are able to know where to go when faced with a need.
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MANIFESTO pOINT #4:
Innovate own and school-wide teaching practices 

This point considers the ability of young teachers to practice 

agency in shaping and delivering curriculum. 

The conceptualisation of curriculum by Basil Bernstein 

views curriculum (content), pedagogy (teaching of content) 

and assessment (evaluation of the content that is taught) as 

three fundamental dimensions and inter-related message 

systems of schooling.62 They provide a useful framework 

within which to understand and interrogate how much room 

young teachers have to be flexible and innovative within 

each of these areas. We did not explore the assessment 

component of young teachers’ experiences in the interviews, 

and only a few respondents mentioned this element. We look 

at the curriculum and pedagogy dimensions in turn, providing inputs from our interviews in each case.

In terms of pedagogy, it is important to understand whether there is freedom and flexibility for young 

teachers to deliver the curriculum content in their own way and shape it to their own teaching style 

and personality. Lesson planning is one component. With an increasing number of programmes in 

the public education system providing highly structured lesson plans in the interest of increasing 

curriculum coverage (such as NECT, the Reading Support Programme and Early Grade Reading Study 

interventions), the space for innovation in pedagogy in some schools may be shrinking rather than 

expanding. 

The majority (71%) of respondents surveyed indicated that they “always” had the autonomy to teach the 

curriculum in their own style. However, the general feeling among the young teachers we interviewed 

is that they do not have much space for innovation in how they deliver their content. More than two-

thirds of interviewees felt limited by the oversight systems in place. This suggests that young teachers 

largely accept their professional role as conveying content in interesting ways and agree that they 

have autonomy in doing so. However, when given the space in a qualitative interview to expand on the 

details of their experience, they provide more nuanced and ambivalent information on the constraints 
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they face. In interpreting the perspectives of young teachers on pedagogy innovation, as in relation to 

curriculum content flexibility, it is important to note that all (institutionalised) education systems are 

based on finding the right balance between centralised standardisation and child/teacher/school-level 

adaptation, so it is never an either-or dichotomy but a continuum. 

we have the freedom to deliver in our way, but the department is still there checking 

that the books and everything look the same. Geography, for example, you can teach the 

way you want, but your books and things need to look the same, so it is actually blocking 

you from teaching your way.

A number of teachers felt a strong sense of control over their own delivery of the curriculum and that 

they are able to innovate. 

Young teachers want to come into the field to be feared so that they are respected by 

the learners. but I found that learners learn more when they enjoy learning rather than 

when they fear you. So, I started playing games that were educational. we did so many 

things, and the results started going up. I ended up taking their phone numbers, and we 

would talk via whatsApp and whenever they text me, if there is an error, I fix that error. 

So, we are also doing informal teaching, and they are enjoying it. So, in the end, I got 

very good results. I think I only had six learners who failed English last year. I achieved 

a turnaround for my learners during my first year of teaching! 

This kind of innovation does, however, require enabling conditions from the school in terms of class size 

and resourcing. 
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with the smaller classes, you have more freedom of doing a fun lesson. The problem is 

with a group of 43 children, even to ensure discipline, you need to do so many things 

before you start your lesson, but when you do, you are running out of time.

Young teachers were particularly concerned about having the flexibility to deliver the curriculum at a 

pace that works for the spectrum of learners in their classes. 

The government should maybe allocate more time for all this curriculum because the 

curriculum coordinators should consider that we are dealing with different learners. 

Some of them are slow, others are quick, so we must give them ample time so that 

each and every one of them understands. I have other learners who take the time to 

understand certain concepts. You must allow it to happen and then not blame the 

teacher that he/she didn’t cover the content because when you blame me, it means; next 

I will just push so that when you come and check the pacesetter, everything is covered, 

and the learners don’t understand.

A number of young teachers raised their use of ICT in the classroom as an area where they “shaped” 

their own pedagogic practice and influenced the practices of other teachers and the school overall.

A recent study found that teachers at several rural secondary schools in the Eastern Cape had a positive 

attitude towards the adoption of ICTs and were ready to integrate ICTs in teaching and learning but 

lacked the requisite ICT skills. The authors argue that ICT is an important vehicle in education and 

recommend training both teachers and learners in ICT usage.63

Another recent study examined teacher attitudes towards computers and ICT and found that there 

was differential access at school and home while there were generally positive attitudes to educational 

technology. There were also differential patterns of use and integration found across teaching and 

learning, lesson planning, communication with parents and learners and personal communication. The 

45



study concluded that interventions to improve educational technology uptake “should consider access 

and attitudes as core constructs that influence its use and integration”.64

I think the pandemic has opened many doors for us [young teachers], especially to 

revert to something like online teaching. I think for our older educators this has maybe 

encouraged them to learn again because I think all the older teachers can stagnate very 

easily. I think the pandemic has been the best thing for them to get with technology. 

At Senior Phase and FET Phase there is also the issue of which subjects are being taught by young 

teachers. A recent study found complexities in teachers’ motivations to teach and that teachers 

expressed two types of intrinsic value: teaching and a content area. The findings revealed that teachers 

who intrinsically valued their content area fostered more understanding, linked social utility value to 

positive emotions, and associated their teaching ability with favourable instructional and emotional 

outcomes.65 In our survey, 43% of respondents did not feel they have autonomy on what subjects or 

grades they teach. This is determined by others often without their consultation. This theme was not 

explored further in the qualitative interviews. 

Understanding that teaching can often be an isolated practice and that young teachers are passionate 

about finding effective ways to teach in their classrooms, there is an opportunity to ensure that even 

during their training, trainee teachers are taught how to build communities of practice to continue 

developing themselves through further studies and various formal and informal professional 

development modalities. Additionally, schools and organisations that work with in-service teachers 

have an opportunity to foster generative communities among them where they are able to connect, 

share and learn from each other. Teachers need to begin to see themselves as experts who can help 

each other develop and innovate. 
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MANIFESTO pOINT #5:
play an active role in school structures

This Teachers CAN manifesto point is interested in the ability 

and agency of young teachers to play an active role in school 

structures that make decisions. This includes participation in 

school structures like the School Governing Body (SGB), Senior 

Management Team (SMT) and academic structures, the ability 

to access the HOD, deputy principal and principal in their school, 

and participation in various committees. Beyond participation 

and the nature of barriers, if there is limited participation, there 

is also the question of the roles young teachers play in these 

structures, whether their voices are heard and whether their 

involvement impacts transformation and students’ development.

A study conducted in the United States explored how novice 

teachers defined the concept of teacher leadership. The findings 

suggested that new teachers view teacher leadership as promotion to higher-level administrative roles, 

and “much less consideration was given to the notion of teacher leadership as a means to promote 

social justice or socially just teaching”.66 The authors argued that these findings are particularly useful 

to those who work with new teachers through induction or teacher education programmes.

27% of our survey respondents reported participating in school structures. However, young teachers 

have ambitions to play a more prominent role in decision-making at school. 59% indicated in our survey 

that they would like to participate more. Although 49% of the respondents who do participate in school 

structures revealed that they are always able to influence decision-making in these structures, 41% felt 

they only sometimes had an influence. Male teachers are more likely to participate in school structures 

than female teachers, indicating a gender bias reflected at the school decision-making level.

Among our qualitative interview respondents, 42% indicated that they play an active role in school 

structures, which is much higher than among the survey respondents. However, in most cases, their 

participation is limited to non-decision-making structures (such as the bereavement committee, 

COVID committee, matric dance committee, hospitality committee, vulnerable children committee, 
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entertainment committee, events committee, Thanksgiving committee and learner reward committee), 

and young teachers often find that these structures have no important outcomes or resources to 

support them.

I am part of fundraising, matric dance, and hospitality committees, which I enjoy. I like 

planning stuff, so I am definitely enjoying that, and my voice is heard, and opinions and 

ideas are taken into consideration.

I’m in an events committee; we need to organise a Thanksgiving event. because I’m a 

secretary by name only; decisions are taken with or without me. There are people who 

have been in this school for a long time. All the older teachers with experience contribute 

a lot compared to young teachers because they have been there longer. It’s like they are 

home for 40 something years, So, you can’t come here and change rules when you are 

newly appointed.

In cases where young teachers are members of more important decision-making structures, such as 

the financial planning committee, SMT committee or SGB, teachers mostly report not being heard by 

their colleagues. 

I am also an SGB member, and I force my voice to be heard because older teachers don’t 

take into consideration the ideas or views of young teachers.

It was difficult to find literature that talks to the benefits of teacher participation in school structures. 

Some of the literature examines the impact of teacher leadership and involvement in decision-making 

structures on students specifically, finding mixed results and most often an indirect relationship where 

it does exist.67 According to Harris, “while the teacher leadership literature confirms a link between 

teachers’ collaborative practice and improved teacher behaviours, a direct link between teacher 

leadership and student outcomes is less strongly established”.68
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FIGure 6: HAS YOUR pARTICIpATION IN DECISION-MAKING STRUCTURES IN YOUR SCHOOL
                    CHANGED ANY OF THE FOLLOwING? (n=300)

Our survey data suggests that young teachers see their own greatest impacts as affecting the wellbeing 

and development of learners, followed by curriculum decisions. 

Increasing teacher involvement in school decision-making has been recognised as among the most 

promising educational reform strategies; however, empirical data about the conditions under which 

teachers will actually participate if given the opportunity has been recognised as being quite limited.69 

There is an assumption implicit in Teachers CAN that young teachers want to be actively involved in 

school structures.70 While this may not be the case for all teachers, change agent teachers are likely 

to want to play a role in school structures. Additionally, taking into account the fact that more than 

a third of teachers are over the age of 50,71 and will age out of the profession within the next 10 – 15 

years, schools need to explore ways of ensuring young teachers are brought into school structures in 

a meaningful way. 
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ConCLusIon

This study set out to understand what the current realities 

of young teachers are in exercising their identity as 

professionals in the South African education system. The 

findings paint the story of about 436 young teachers who are 

mostly struggling to live out the Teachers CAN manifesto. The 

understanding is that the manifesto is made up of simple yet 

profound ways of being that Teachers CAN envisages every 

change agent teacher in South Africa being able to live out.

This study shows that: 

1. The education eco-system needs to come together to ensure that the manifesto is more 

attainable for teachers in South Africa to ensure that they are able to live out their professional 

identities as change agents. 

2. Schools and the Department of basic Education need to refine the induction and career 

pathways of young teachers to ensure that the enjoyment and feeling of meaningful 

contribution is sustained throughout the careers of teachers in South Africa. 

3. The sector needs to find meaningful ways to engage with teachers when creating solutions to 

ensure that we do not lose the voices of (young) teachers who are innovatively navigating a 

complex system and creating solutions every day in their classrooms. 

4. As a sector we need to rally behind the profession in a way that both communicates and shows 

the value of teaching to teachers to the greater public and to teachers themselves. 
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