
The noble profession that “feels like a double 
edged sword”. 
On paper, South Africa’s investment in basic 
education and access to schooling looks good. 

But, behind the numbers, on school grounds and in 
classrooms across the country, another picture of the 
education system unfolds; one that is complex, and messy, 
and not always easy to witness. 
 
A teacher is murdered in the North West, for example, allegedly by a 17-year-old he’d 
scolded for jumping a feeding scheme queue. The country contemplates employing security 
guards to protect teachers. And an investigation is launched at a historic Eastern Cape 
missionary school after it emerges that a group of teachers has allegedly been raping their 
pupils.  
 
Then there are the alarming facts indicating that we are getting extraordinarily poor returns 
on our significant investment in basic education. The World Bank’s most recent Human 
Capital Index1 shows that if you attend South Africa’s bottom quintile schools for nine years, 
effectively these nine years translate into only five years of actual learning. In fact, after 
attending school for four years, eight out of 10 Grade 4s are unable to answer simple 
questions about a short and easy passage they’ve just read – in either their home language 
or in English. And after nine years of schooling, most Grade 9s still cannot do basic 
mathematical calculations or read simple line or bar graphs.  
 
So who is behind the driver’s wheel of our escalating education crisis? The answer, for 
many, is unequivocal: teachers are steering the education system dangerously off course. 
Not only can’t they teach, they don’t want to. For others, teachers are merely helpless 
passengers – strapped in the backseat alongside their pupils, powerless to stop the car. They 
have been poorly trained, thrown into overcrowded classrooms with underprepared pupils, 
and are being used as cannon fodder by politically-driven unions.  
 
But is there an alternative to this circular blame game? 
 
Human Factor spoke to a number of teachers, educationalists and others involved in the 
education system for a deeper sense of what schooling is like in South Africa today, 
especially if you are a teacher. Most of the principals and teachers asked to remain 
anonymous because, they said, they risked being disciplined by the Department of Basic 
Education for “bringing it into disrepute” – but all emphasized how much they valued the 
chance to speak ad be heard. 
 

                                                        
1 World Bank. 2018. Human Capital Index: Country Brief on South Africa. Access at http://databank. 
worldbank.org/data/download/hci/HCI_2pager_ZAF.pdf 



This article forms part of a publication called the Human Factor that in its first issue looks at South 
Africa’s education system from the perspective of teachers (access at dgmt.co.za). 
 
For more information or for interviews about the content discussed in the Human Factor please 
contact Corné Kritzinger at corne@dgmt.co.za or 021 670 9840.   
 
View the full Human Factor on this link: https://dgmt.co.za/introducing-the-human-factor/  
View the individual articles here: https://dgmt.co.za/human-factor-media-kits/ 
 


