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education
anonymous

I wake up, dress and pack the food 
that I prepared last night. our tuck 
shop only provides expensive junk 
food – and there’s hardly enough 
time to eat, never mind pop out to 
buy something. my commute across 
the city is about 30 minutes each 
way. although this can be painful 
and expensive, I enjoy experiencing 
a different part of the city – and, as 
much as I adore my learners, I don’t 
want to see them when I’m in sweats 
at the petrol station or enjoying a 
glass of wine at a restaurant. 

5:30am

sam* works at one 
of south africa’s 
approximately 25000 
government schools. 
Co-ed and not under-
resourced by south 
african standards, it isn’t 
by any means wealthy. 
The 1200 learners come 
from the surrounding 
Johannesburg suburbs, 
some of which are very 
wealthy, and some 
painfully poor, with  
many in between. sam 
teaches English First 
Language to learners  
who are Xhosa, sotho, 
south african English, 
afrikaans, Congolese, 
Zimbabwean, German, 
and Korean. This is a 
typical day in her life.
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now that teaching hours have 
been extended, break times have 
been shaved to a minimum and 
subject meetings take place in the 
mornings or after hours. as a large 
and fundamental department, we 
need to meet once a week to discuss 
deadlines, task allocation and 
upcoming dates. While the work 
for each grade is loosely planned a 
year in advance, each day is worked 
out on a term schedule and each 
grade (planning, setting of tasks and 
tests, moderating and provision of 
resources) is the responsibility of  
a different member of our team.  
I take minutes of scheduling, exam-
setting deadlines, last term’s results 
and a discussion about an upcoming 
shakespeare production.  

I run into the staff room, grab a cup 
of tea and take my seat. Each grade 
has five or six register teachers and a 
grade head, who has one of the most 
demanding and time-consuming roles 
in the school. Every discipline issue, 
parent phone call, surprise drug test 
or child wanting to go home sick 
is routed through the grade head. 
This is a full-time administrative job 
requiring quick decisions and a thick 
skin, not to mention teaching a full 
timetable and holding extramurals 
in the afternoons. We discuss 
announcements for classes and which 
learners need to see the grade head. 
We also talk among ourselves about 
funny things that happened yesterday, 
kids who seem to be going through 
a hard time, parent phone calls and 
some staff gossip. 

The staff body is a diverse, 
oddball group of between 40 and 50 
teachers. a few of us should never, 

ever have entered the profession – 
there is nothing as glaringly obvious 
to learners, parents or other staff 
members as an incapable teacher,  
and the school is left in the tough 
position of trying to protect them 
against parents and the Education 
Department while simultaneously 
trying to improve their performance. 
others of us were once passionate 
and energetic teachers but have been 
worn down through the decades 
by monumental alterations to the 
profession. These are essentially  
good men and women trapped in  
their posts until – and sometimes 
beyond – retirement age. The rest  
of us are well qualified, good at our 
jobs and hardworking, but also human 
and imperfect. But despite staff room 
politics, differences of opinion and 
glaring gaps in competence, we are 
united by a common passion for our 
country and a will for our learners  
to succeed.

The first bell of the day: more than 
1000 learners stream into school, 
trailing branded backpacks as they 
make their way to classrooms. on 
their way in there is a uniform check. 
hair: ‘Lihle, take off that red flower; 
your fringe needs a trim.’ nails, 
socks, belts: ‘no, robert, you may 
not wear a skull belt buckle.’ skirt 
lengths and make-up: ‘C’mon Jesse, 
why haven’t you cleaned off last 
night’s make-up?’

some learners stop to provide  
me with absentee letters, others bash 
friends behind them with hockey 
sticks and sports bags. Today they’re 
all atwitter, arguing about some 
scandal, giggling behind hands and 
protesting loudly. I soon realise they 
are debating whether a girl who has 
been absent for two days really has 

had a surprise baby (as Facebook 
suggests) after not seeming to be 
pregnant at all. although I don’t 
confirm it, the rumour is correct. 
announcements, attendance, demerits 
for uniform infractions, collection of 
reply slips, learners gathering goods 
for a charity drive and some last-
minute maths homework cribbing 
make up 10 minutes of register, and 
by the time the next bell rings it’s  
time for assembly. 

 
after finishing a chapter of Lord of 
the Flies with a class of Grade 10s, 
we’re all longing for the break bell 
– some of us more discreetly than 
others. although literature is one  
of the things I, and my classes,  
enjoy most, reading the same  
chapter up to three times a day 
becomes painfully monotonous  
and leaves my throat sore and husky. 
a colleague pops in to grab some 
notes, and I fill in the report on the 
class, noting down homework and 
discussing one or two points with 
some of them individually. 

With classes of between 29 and 
35 learners that change every 45 
minutes, it’s impossible to give  
every learner the full academic  
and social support they need. For  
all those who really just don’t know 
why teachers are always tired, it’s  
not the marking. It’s keeping tabs  
on the approximately 200 learners  
we see in a day of six periods. 

We try to encourage each one  
of these learners to pass (and if 
they’re failing, we provide extra 
lessons after hours) or achieve  
high marks (it’s tough to keep 
motivated in a class of struggling 
peers). We assess and refer any 
possible barriers to learning (aDD, 
aDhD, dyslexia and autism-related 
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disorders are the most common) and 
try to be aware of any monumental 
life events – death, divorce, abuse, 
poverty and other social problems 
have massive consequences for a 
child’s academic performance. 

I recently learnt from shaun’s 
sister that their dad had died. he 
didn’t tell any teachers or friends. 
I informed his grade head and just 
made a point of checking in – telling 
him I was there, and watching him. 
he still pops in to chat. 

my thoughts jerk back to break 
as announcements crackle over the 
intercom. The bell rings and I am 
given the look of a dog being shown 
a lead – bums hover above wooden 
seats, bags secured for the sprint down 
to the fields. I nod and the many-
limbed yelling monster is let loose, 
tumbling out of the door. slower-
moving friends trail behind, picking 
up papers and straightening chairs in 
anticipation of a merit. as I lock my 
classroom, I am amicably accosted 

by Kennedy, a burly Congolese rugby 
player. I don’t teach him but he’s one 
of the handful who come around to 
chat between classes and he’s trying 
hard to improve his drooping results. 

The shortened break (15 minutes 
without interruptions), means that  
I only have time to fly to the bathroom 
before the bell rings, leaving my 
steaming cup of tea and dry crackers 
untouched. Emily and I compare 
notes. a qualified psychologist, 
she has chosen to work full-time 
on a teacher’s starting salary and 
provides for the academic, social and 
psychological needs of our learners  
– the job of three people. I’m very 
lucky to have a group of colleagues 
who have become my closest friends 
– I wouldn’t be able to do my job 
without their support.

my Grade 11s are a welcome 
interlude. although homework isn’t 
always complete and there is a fair 
bit of chatting, I am so proud of 
these young adults – I know they will 
become effective citizens and loving 
parents and make their mark on our 
country. Their diverse backgrounds 
inspire many lively debates and 
outside class they protect each other 
fiercely. We’re a little ahead with 
our work so I allow them to discuss 
the recent service delivery protests 
in our area. opinions fly around the 
class as I moderate, reminding them 
not to generalise, emphasising the 
importance of tolerance and of the 
possible effects of their opinions on 
their peers. I’m proud of their political 
awareness and desire for upliftment, 
and try to help them put the local 
situation into perspective, mentioning 
protests around the world, as well 

as from our own history. In a heated 
moment Charlie puts up his hand up 
and I nod, hoping his comment will 
dispel controversy between two of  
his peers. 

‘ma’am? Did your husband give 
you a hickey? Because your neck  
has gone red on one side.’ 

The class, myself included, erupts 
in hysterical laughter, a release of 
tension that lasts a while. They can  
all see that I’m wearing a spiky 
necklace and that Charlie has used 
humour to defuse the atmosphere. 
I tell him he’s lucky he didn’t say 
that to anyone else, and we continue. 
situations in which my learners are 
passionately engaged with something 
affecting their lives, respectfully 
contributing to a discussion, are 
rewarding moments.

after class I beckon to simphiwe, 
a quiet girl whose head was bowed all 
the way through our lively discussion, 
and check that she and her family are 
okay. I recognise that many of her 
peers don’t understand the conflict-
ridden situation fully, but I tell her 
that they need to learn, and check  
that she is comfortable with how  
the conversation was directed.

my Grade 8s are attempting to guess 
my age, prompted by a poem we’re 
reading. I get various suggestions 
between 18 (suck-up!) and 44 
(seriously?) but refrain from telling 
them my actual, late-twenties number. 
I do tell learners my first name so they 
don’t have to run around guessing – 
none of them has ever used it – but all 
other personal information is strictly 
off limits. From the back of the class 
Evans (in trouble for drug-dealing last 
month) pipes up. ‘sixty-seven!’ he 
says. ‘I’ve already started saving for 
your old-age home.’ 

Even though I’m laughing, some 
of the boys try valiantly to defend 
ma’am’s honour and assure me that 
they don’t believe him. Teenage 
boys are often unsupported in under-
resourced environments. 

To understand south africa’s 
future with regard to aspects such 
as domestic violence, rape and 
unemployment, we need to scrutinise 
how teen boys are being treated 
today, and what calibre of young men 
we’re raising. Incredibly sensitive 
and pack-led, boys are my favourite 
demographic to teach, although I do 
enjoy the well-rounded atmosphere 
of a co-ed school and the contrast 
of girls. ‘my’ boys tend to be very 
protective and in our school they 
are encouraged to be gentlemanly 
and respectful.

The Grade 8s are high energy 
and take a lot of managing – many 
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Their diverse backgrounds inspire many 
lively debates and outside class they  
protect each other fiercely. 
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teachers refuse to teach them as 
one class can feel like a draining 
workout. There is no option of an 
‘off’ or ‘quiet’ day – it would only 
invite anarchy. They thrive on respect 
and having freedom within close 
boundaries. While some of them are 
heavily influenced by the world of 
gangs and drugs, many are ambitious, 
already aiming for careers such as 
chartered accountants, pharmacists, 
pilots and engineers. 

one of the things that excites me 
about my school is that regardless 
of race, culture or income, our 
learners leave having earned results 
they deserve, equipped to chase 
any ambition they dream. It is 
overwhelmingly worthwhile to see 
the children of those who were denied 
education and who have worked 
unceasingly to provide for their 
offspring succeed and matriculate – 
sometimes as the first in their family. 

In most cases, children reflect their 
upbringing. Involved, understanding 
parents who maintain firm boundaries 
tend to be more supportive of 
educators and play a bigger role in 
the school. on the other end of the 
spectrum we deal with parents across 
income brackets who are apathetic 
bordering on neglectful, or abusive 
towards their child and the school. 
one set of parents, having been called 
in for a meeting, conspired to steal the 
laptop off the principal’s desk; mom 
kept watch while Dad did the deed. 

The end-of-the-day bell: learners rush 
to change into sport clothes or flirt 
outside school gates, and extramural 
students arrive in my classroom even 
before it has emptied. They start 
organising themselves for an outreach 
meeting. I facilitate an amazing group 
of young adults in their quest to help 
the vulnerable in our community. 
During the school year they raise 

funds and donate money and time to 
volunteer at organisations helping the 
elderly, young children, animals and 
the poverty-stricken. 

although I have a headache, 
desperately want a cup of tea and 
need the bathroom, the commitment 
of these learners motivates me, as 
they discuss strategies for raising 
money, charities they’d like to help 
and the most effective ways of using 
the money they have raised. at 
the moment they are volunteering 
every week at a daycare centre for 
the children of low-income parents 
and have raised money to buy toys, 
furniture and paint.

I walk past the fields to watch a 
soccer match on my way out of 
school. many learners who don’t 
excel in the classroom have their time 
to shine on the sports field, and some 
of our worst-behaved teens become 
committed leaders in the afternoons. 
some evenings I’ll stay at school for 
a governing-body or parent meeting, 
prize giving or extramural event, but 
today I’m on my way home. after 
supper I’ll mark a pack of papers and 
prepare for tomorrow before tumbling 
into bed and starting all over again. 

yes. although it’s always tough, it’s 
almost always worth it. But I won’t 
do it forever. Good teachers who 
teach for too long don’t remain good 
teachers. They become frustrated, 
trapped in an exhausting profession, 
losing the passion or ambition that 
drives them from one day to the next. 

not unusually, we have a high 
staff turnover because of burnout, 

nervous breakdowns, mental 
health issues and even attempted 
suicides – partly because some 
teachers are categorically unsuited 
to the job and partly a result of the 
fast pace, demanding workload 
and emotionally draining modern 
teaching environment.

There are commonly held 
assumptions that irritate many of us. 
yes, we are professionals and would 
like to be treated as such (even though 
not all of us behave like it). yes, we 
get paid a fair government wage – 
but it is paltry when worked out per 
hour and cannot be compared with 
the salaries of private professionals. 
no, we don’t get afternoons or every 
weekend (or even every holiday) 
off. no, I did not become a teacher 
because of a ‘maternal instinct’, 
as some suggest – an interest in 
pedagogical theory and a love of 
community development by way of 
grassroots education have nothing to  
do with a desire to mother.

south africa has too many teachers 
who don’t go to work on time (or at 
all), who show up unprepared and 
inappropriately attired, and who don’t 
deserve to be treated as professionals. 

But far outnumbering them are 
the men and women who teach your 
children with love and patience, 
preparing at night or early in the 
morning, without recognition. These 
people – the ones you find coaching 
on the sports field on a saturday 
morning, or attending a 7am meeting 
to help your problem child – are the 
professionals who sustain and drive 
thousands of affordable achieving 
government schools in the country. 

We don’t need much acknowledge-
ment, but next time you meet us, 
please don’t comment on how nice  
it must be to work ‘part-time’.  ✤

* name has been changed.
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Good teachers who teach for too long  
don’t remain good teachers.

Do I enjoy it?


