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ABSTRACT The purpose of the study is to determine the attitudes of the high school students/learners towards
teaching career. A survey research design was utilised to collect data for the current study as it can be used to describe
attitudes, beliefs, opinions and other types of information.  Self-designed questionnaires the researchers used to
collect quantitative data. Focus group interviews the researchers also conducted to gather qualitative data from the
participants the main findings of the current study have to do with the salary factor, learners disrespecting
teachers, violence at schools, the status of teaching and the stress that comes with work overload, added responsibilities
that teachers face on daily basis at schools and the fact that teachers are discouraging students from taking teaching
as a career.
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INTRODUCTION

A cumbersome challenge that high school
students grapple with is choosing a life career
from the many available options such as medi-
cine, engineering, accounting, law, phamarcy,
journalism and teaching among others. It has
emerged from literature that among the career
preferences made by high school students, the
teaching profession featured lowly (Hilperi and
Ratterree 2003; Austin 2008). Quite disturbingly
high school students’ general despondence to-
wards the teaching profession has somewhat
contributed to enormous teacher shortages in
the schools (Halperin and Ratteree 2003). Halp-
erin and Ratteree (2003) might not be unreason-
ably magnifying the teacher shortage problem by
metaphorically referring to it as silent crisis swift-
ly stalking the whole world. That a large number
of countries throughout the world are facing prob-
lems in recruiting an adequate supply of new teach-
ers into the profession (McGraw 2001; Menter et
al. 2002) is strong indication that teacher short-
age is a serious  looming problem.

According to McGraw (2001) and Menter et
al. (2002), published UNESCO policy Research
Note estimates that from 15 to 30  million addi-
tional primary school teachers will be needed by
2015, three million in Sub-Saharan Africa alone.
These shortages are threatening the ambitious

goals to achieve Education for All (EFA) in all
countries by 2015 (McGraw 2001; McGraw et al.
2002).There have been some attempts to explain
students’ negative attitudes towards the teach-
ing profession. A report by Smith a leader of the
Association of Teachers and Lecturers (ATL)
(in BBC News 1999) indicated that secondary
school learners  believe that teaching offers too
much stress and too little pay.  Unlike other pro-
fessions such as medicine, law and engineering
the teaching profession lacks status and glam-
our and these the researchersre implicated as
the major deterrents for students not to choose
the teaching as a profession (Austin 2008;
Gough 1990; Kyriacou and Coulthard 2000; Sum-
sion 2000). As a result universities are failing to
attract the best graduates and more as more high
school students are shunning the teaching pro-
fession (Austin 2008).

 Theoretical Frameworks

Literature has shown that high school stu-
dents have preferences for some professions
while shunning some. Krumbolts’ (1983) Social
theory argues that there are factors such as in-
nate genetics, special abilities and environmen-
tal conditions that influence an individual’s atti-
tudes towards career. Also Gottfredson’s (1981)
developmental theory of occupational submits
that individuals progressively eliminate what
they perceive as unacceptable alternatives to
create social space or a zone of unacceptable
alternatives. The theory argues that individuals
hold images of occupations often referred to as
occupational stereotypes (Gottfredson 2003).
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METHODOLOGY

A survey research design was utilised to
collect data for the current study as it can be
used to describe attitudes, beliefs, opinions and
other types of information (McMillan and Schu-
macher 2006).Self designed questionnaires the
researchers used to collect quantitative data.
Focus group interviews were conducted to gath-
er qualitative data from the participants.

The following categories formed the popu-
lation of the study:

Data were collected from 142 students (71
males and 71 females) who the researchers
selected from Thohoyandou Grade 12 learn-
ers (n=215) using a stratified random selec-
tion technique. Their ages ranged from 14
to 20 years with a mean age of 17 years.

Sample

142 students (71 males and 71 females) who
the researchers selected from Thohoyandou
Grade 12.

 Data Gathering Instruments

A five-point Likert Scale was designed to
explore high school learners’ attitudes towards
teaching profession as a career. The five-point
Likert scale measures ranged from strongly dis-
agree (0) through disagree (1), not sure (2) agree
(3) to strongly agree (4). An interview schedule
was constructed to collect qualitative data from
the 142 participants. Each school had two focus
group members (n=12). Focus group interviews
were conducted to determine consistency of stu-
dents’ perceptions towards teaching profession
as a career.

Data Collection

The data collected using the 5-point Likert
Scale from the 142 participants were analyzed
using the SPSS package version 21 using simple
statistics such as percentages and frequencies
while data from the focus group discussions the
were transcribed with the help of an editor in the
Media Studies Department. The focus group
data were parceled into various themes.

RESULTS

The following results emerged from descrip-
tive statistics calculations from the Likert type

scale responses and focus group discussions.
Responses to the various statements regarding
the attitudes of the high school students to-
wards the teaching profession:

The results in Table 1 show that the majority
(75.4%) of respondents would not choose teach-
ing as a career after matriculation.  Austin (2008)
attests that more and more high school students
are shunning the teaching profession because
it lacks ‘’glamour’’. These results support Du
Plessis (2009) who states that the teaching pro-
fession in South Africa is not a popular choice
with school leavers, although the South African
government has made substantial bursaries
available to students of Education. If the cur-
rent high school/secondary school pupils say
that teaching doesn’t attract them as a career as
it offers’ too much stress and too little pay’.

The results in Table 2 show that the majority
of the respondents (67%)   do not regard teach-
ing as a status profession. Herring (1998) and
Gottfredson (1981) suggest that at this stage,
which is often referred  to as ‘an identity crisis
of adolescents’, high school students tend to
develop attitudes and perspectives about their
roles as adults and they regard specific careers
as imbued with different amount of status, and
at this age status is an important issue.  Also
Hall and Langton (2006) point out that, although
teachers are recognized as having been trained
and highly skilled and are seen as being hugely

Table 1: Participants by preference for teaching

Item Response Frequency Percent

Teaching is Strongly agree 3 2.1
my career Agree 10 7
of choice Not sure 22 15.5

Disagree 60 42.3
Strongly disagree 47 33.1
Total 142 100

Table 2: Frequency distribution on respondents’
views on the status of teaching

IItem Response Frequency Percent

Teaching is Strongly agree 10 7
  a status Agree 32 22.5
  profession Not sure 33 23.2

Disagree 44 31
Strongly disagree 23 16.2

Total 142 100



STUDENTS’ ATTITUDES TOWARDS THE TEACHING PROFESSION 229

influential on society in the future, neither of
these factors  deliver status or result in them
being famous or rich. As stated by Guss and
Adams (1998), Farmer (1995) and McDonald and
Jessell (1992) young students often rely on ste-
reotypical views of specific careers, and in this
case their stereotypical view is that status of
teaching is no longer high.

The results in Table 3 reflect that the majori-
ty, 78 percent of respondents felt that teaching
does not offer good salary.  These results sup-
port the findings of Kubberud et al. (1999), who
noted that indeed the salary of teachers is low
and renders the profession unattractive to high
school students. Armstrong (2009) suggest that
the most obvious reason that teachers leave the
profession is that teacher salaries lag far behind
those of many other professions.

Table 4 shows that the majority of the partic-
ipants (n=124) regard the teaching profession
as stressful. These results support Butcher and
Lewis’ (2002) findings that the Year 12 students
regarded teaching as stressful and that teachers
cannot handle it.

Table 5 shows that the majority of respon-
dents, 51.4 percent think that there is overwork-
load in teaching. These results support the opin-
ions of Chisholms et al. (2005) and McCormarck
(2004) both of whom state that teachers are over
worked. These findings suggest that, if high

school students perceive or see teaching as im-
posing a work overload, then considerable at-
tention should also be given to these aspects
so as to address the attitudes of the high school
students towards the teaching profession.

Table 6 shows that the majority, 62.7 percent,
of respondents thought that violence at school
is indeed making the teaching environment un-
safe. This suggests that high school students
feel that it is not safe to be teachers, as they may
be exposed to violence. The Department of Edu-
cation (DoE 2005) notes that schools in both
rural and urban areas are experiencing violence
on a daily basis. Security in school is an issue in
all urban centres, particularly in neighbourhoods
where most of the school is exposed to condi-
tions that would foster violence, poverty, pros-
titution, drugs and delinquency. Some examples
of violent incidents are  the murder of the princi-
pal of one of the high schools in The research-
ersstern Cape on Monday 24, August 2009
(www.enews.co.za); the killing of a pupil at the
Nic Diederichs Technical High School 2008
(www.News24.com); the stabbing to death of a
grade 12 learner at Jack Lavhengwa Sec.School
in Limpopo Province 2009 (Tshikhudo 2009;
Matlala 2009); the stabbing to death of a learner
at Roodepark High School (Ngobese 2008); the
stabbing of another pupil in the back with a knife
at Woodlands Secondary School in North dale

Table 3:  Frequency distribution on respondents’
views on the attractiveness of teacher’s salary

Item Response Frequency          Percent

Teaching Strongly agree 5 3.5
  offers Agree 22 15.5
  attractive Not sure 37 26.1
  salary. Disagree 50 35.2

Strongly disagree 28 19.7

Total 142 100

Table 4:  Frequency distribution on whether the
respondents feel that teaching is stressful

Item Response Frequency          Percent

Teaching is Strongly agree 73 51.4
  a very Agree 51 35.9
  stressful Not sure   5 3.5
  profession Disagree   6 4.2

Strongly disagree 9 6.3
Total 142 100

Table 5:  Frequency distribution on whether the
respondents think that there is work overload in
teaching

Item Response Frequency          Percent

There is Strongly agree 34 23.9
  over work- Agree 47 33.1
  load in the Not sure 21 14.8
  teaching Disagree 26 18.3
  profession Strongly disagree 14 9.9

Total 142 100

Table 6: Frequency distribution on whether
school is  making the teaching environment
u n s a f e

Item Response Frequency          Percent

The teaching Strongly agree 43 30.3
  profession Agree 46 32.4
  offers a safe Not sure 18 12.7
  working Disagree 21 14.8
  environment Strongly disagree 14 9.9

Total 142 100
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area (SAPA 2009)1.  The results of the current
study, together with the reported incidents of
violence suggest that the teaching environment
nowadays is indeed unsafe and not one to con-
sider as a career or a profession.

Table 7 shows that 48.6 percent of the re-
spondents indicated that the four (4) years of
study are too long. On the same note Park (2006)
states that one thing that deters students from
taking teaching as a career or a profession is
that they feel that the four (4) years of study to
become a teacher is too long. On the other hand,
42.3 percent of the respondents disagree with
that view, which may suggest that not all the
respondents are deterred from following a ca-
reer in teaching by four years of teacher train-
ing, and that the duration of teacher training has
no influence in their attitude towards the pro-
fession. Braslavsky (2003) has this to say with
regard to teacher training duration:  One reason
why people are reluctant to enter into the teach-
ing profession today in a world where working
opportunities seem to be in decline could be
that the relationship the number of years of study
and the actual salary of a teacher is not attrac-
tive compared to other professional options.

Table 8 shows that the substantial percent-
age, 52.1 percent, of the respondents felt that,
even if bursaries are made available, they
wouldn’t choose teaching, yet the Honorable
MEC of Education, Limpopo Province, Dickson
Masemola in his Budget speech said:

While 500 students were targeted by the
Department of Education Limpopo in 2008, very
few students were attracted to take up bursaries
to become teachers, thus only 165 were recruit-
ed (Masemola 2009: 6).

 Data Collected Through Focus Group
Discussion

Focus group interviews involve carefully
screened individuals gathered together to re-
spond to questions about a product or service
or anything which is under investigation (Cilib-
erti and Associates 2005). The data collected
from the focus group interview were analyzed
under the following themes:

 Career Aspirations

Most of the high school students indicated
that they want to go into film and media produc-
tion, chartered accountancy, mining engineer-
ing, analytical chemistry, medicine, mining sur-
vey, social work, aircraft piloting, financial man-
agement. None of the students mentioned teach-
ing high school students’ as their career.

The responses from students were “No”.
When asked why they don’t consider teaching
as their career, their responses were:  “I can’t
take all the responsibilities they have in their
working environment”; “teachers nowadays are
not being paid what they are worth and they
suffer humiliation and abuse from students but
yet they earn peanuts, which is not fair”; “It is
such a difficult job and I just cannot do it”.  One
interesting response was that some of the teach-
ers are in teaching because they had problems
with their first choices of study due to financial
constraints.

Attitudes towards the Teaching Profession

When the students were asked to mention
factors that contribute to their attitudes towards
the teaching profession, they indicated the fol-
lowing:  uncomfortable work place, the behavior
of students/learners, like learners not respect-
ing the teachers (teachers are being insulted and
some are being beaten, so generally violence at
schools), the salary package (low wages) that
doesn’t correlate with the workload, they are
being paid ‘’peanuts” and have no subsidy. One
of the students indicated that the working con-

Table 7:  The four year training duration is long.

Item Response             Frequency     Percent

A four-year Strongly agree 32 22.5
  duration of Agree 37 26.1
  teachers’ Not sure 13 9.2
  training is Disagree 38 26.8
  too long. Strongly disagree 22 15.5

Total 142 100

Table 8: Frequency distribution on whether the
respondents would follow a career in teaching if
bursaries the researchersre available

Item Response             Frequency      Percent

Bursaries Agree 27 19
make Not sure 20 14.1
teaching Disagree 52 36.6
career Strongly disagree 22 20.3
attractive Total 142 100
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ditions were poor in the teaching profession.
Lack of resources was also mentioned as one of
the factors making teaching a difficult profes-
sion. These perceptions were also shared by
Dolton and Chung (2004),  Hanushek and Rivkin
(2007) and Armstrong (2009), who all noted poor
working conditions, lack of resources such as
adequate facilities, textbooks, teaching materi-
als and relatively low wages as some of the fac-
tors worth noting as influencing the attitudes of
high school students towards the teaching
profession.

Government Efforts towards Making
Teaching an Enviable Career

Some of the students indicated that the gov-
ernment was doing enough to promote teaching
as nowadays there are bursaries for students
who want to pursue a career in teaching. Others
indicated that the government should increase
the salaries of teachers and promote the good
behaviour of learners so that the school pre-
mises may be a good working environment safe
for the teachers.

 Duration of Training

Some of the students indicated that four years
is too long to study to be a teacher, especially
when, after completion, the package is poor, that
is ‘’the salary is too low for that kind of dura-
tion”. The results here also support Braslavsky
(2003)’s findings which indicate that the reason
why people are reluctant to enter the teaching
profession could be that the relationship of  the
number of years of study and the actual salary
of a teacher is not attractive compared to other
professional options.

DISCUSSION

Findings Based on the Questionnaires
Completed by the High School Students
(Quantitative Data)

Factors that were highlighted in the litera-
ture review as being the ones that are influential
on the attitudes of high school towards the
teaching profession also indicated as having
effect. The most significant factors or variables
that high school students perceive teaching as
a noble profession and that the status of teach-

ing is no longer high. These are major findings
from empirical data. High school students also
indicated that the salary of teachers is relatively
low, thus teachers are being paid “peanuts”.

Other factors worth noting are that high
school students felt that teachers are not re-
spected by students, teaching is stressful, the
work overload, added responsibilities in teach-
ing, violence at schools and most notably the
fact that teachers are not encouraging students
to take up teaching as a career. The high school
students also stated that they do not like the
teaching profession as they do not like the work
the teachers do. Another aspect noted by the
high school students was that they are not nec-
essarily influenced by their friends when choos-
ing a career as suggested in the literature re-
view, but the students themselves and their par-
ents do have some influence in their career deci-
sion making. It is also important to note that be-
side all the above mentioned findings, the high
school students indicated though that teaching
is not” boring” but “stressful”. Furthermore, the
findings suggest that students feel that there are
enough holiday’s opportunities and opportuni-
ties for promotion in the teaching profession.

 Findings Based on Interviews with the
Focus Group (Qualitative Data)

None of the high school students indicated
that he/she is going to study to become teach-
ers or to say the least, ever considered teaching
as a career. In most cases their decisions with
regard to choosing a career was found to be
influenced by family members, that is parents,
siblings and in some other cases their teachers
who are either not talking highly of teaching or
are discouraging students from taking teaching
as a career. With regard to factors that are con-
tributing to their attitudes towards the teaching
profession, the low or unattractive salary issue
again came to the fore. This is the factor that
students often refer teaching as just banal. Un-
comforting work place environments, lack of stu-
dents’ respect towards teachers, the work over-
load  issue, violence at schools, and an added
responsibility some of the factors bemoaned  by
students and are worth noting if the high school
students’ attitudes towards the teaching pro-
fession are to be addressed efficiently. It is also
interesting to note that the government was and
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still  seen as promoting teaching as a profession
though the findings show that it is not enough.
Another aspect worth noting is that of teacher
training duration which is said to be too long
when compared to what the graduates earn after
completion of the study.

CONCLUSION

The majority of students who are in grade 11
and 12 do not intend to follow the teaching pro-
fession after Grade 12. To students, teaching is
a low status job and is no longer a noble profes-
sion as the salary is low. Other aspects worth
noting from both quantitative and qualitative
results is that the high school students see the
teaching environment nowadays as unsafe to
work in. The results also show that students
feel that teachers are being disrespected by stu-
dents and that there is a lot of violence at the
schools. Furthermore students see teaching as
stressful as teachers are overloaded with lots of
work and added responsibilities. Another aspect
worth noting is the fact that students indicated
that teachers themselves are discouraging the
high school students from following a career in
teaching.

Drawing from the results of empirical data,
the researchers conclude that the main findings
of the current study have to do with the salary
factor, learners disrespecting teachers, violence
at schools, the status of teaching and the stress
that comes with work overload, added responsi-
bilities that teachers face on daily basis at
schools and the fact that teachers are discour-
aging students from taking teaching as a career.
All these factors and others that may not neces-
sarily be identified are notably the ones that are
influencing the attitudes of the high school stu-
dents to an extent that they (students) no long-
er see teaching as a noble profession.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The following are the recommendations:
Improvement of remunerations of teachers
in line with other professions like law, medi-
cine.
Establishment and reinforcement of securi-
ty structures so as to make the environment
safer.
Effective measures to address learners’ dis-
respect towards teachers and discipline since

corporal punishment had been abolished.
Teachers need to be afforded respect so as
to maintain discipline and good image of the
profession.
Increase the availability of loan and bursary
schemes or programs as they could also be
used as a yardstick through which more stu-
dents can be recruited to the teaching pro-
fession.
The media should portray teaching as a no-
ble and ideal profession and must refrain
from negative reporting which is always
termed “teacher bashing “by teacher orga-
nizations or unions.
Job security for teachers should be im-
proved as teaching is a career which requires
time to develop skills in a risk taking envi-
ronment and  is difficult and demanding
enough without the added concern of job
security.

REFERENCES

Armstrong P 2009.  Teacher Pay in South Africa:  How
Attractive is the Teaching Profession?  A Working
Paper of the Department of Economics and The
Bureau for Economic Research in the University
of Stellenbosch (Retrieved on 24 April 2009).

Austin  S 2008. Top of the Class ‘Shuns Teaching’.
From <http: //www.metro.co.uk/news/article. html?
in-article-id=237056andin-page-id=34andin.> (Re-
trieved   on 18 March  2008).

BBC News 1999.  Pupils Shun Teaching Over Low Pay
and Stresses. From  <http: //news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/
education/specials/unions99/306240.stm.> (Re-
trieved on 13 December 2008).

BBC News Talking Point 2001. Teachers:  Are they
too Vulnerable to False Accusations? From <http: /
/www.BBCNEWS/TALKINGPOINT/Teachers: Are-
they-too-vulnerable-to-false-accusations> (Re-
trieved on 13 December 2008).

Braslavsky C 2003.  Schools today:  Shortage of teach-
ers or shortage of meaning? Prospects, XXXIII(2):
June 2003.

Butcher  J, Lewis E 2000.  Why Not Teaching?  Senior
Students Have Their Say. From <http: //www. teach-
ingispopularlypotrayed-as-difficult-and-demandin-
goccupation> (Retrieved on 27 March  2009).

Chisholm L 1999. The democratization of schools and
the politics of teacher’s work in South Africa. Com-
pare, 29(2):111-126.

Ciliberti and Associates 2005.  Research Methods:
Qualitative and Quantitative – Marketing Strategy.
From <http: //www.pciliberti.com/methods.htm>
(Retrieved on 16 November 2005).

DoE 2005.  Teachers for the Future:  Meeting Teacher
Shortages to Achieve Education for All (EFA). A
Publication of the Department of Education, Re-
public of South Africa, August 2005.   From  <http:



STUDENTS’ ATTITUDES TOWARDS THE TEACHING PROFESSION 233

//www.[pretoria-safrica-report.pdf.> (Retrieved on
30 April 2009).

Dolton  P, Chung T 2004.  The Rate of Return to
Teaching:  How does it Compare to other Graduate
jobs?   From <http: //www.the-rate-of-return-
toteaching-how-does-it-compare-to-other-gradu-
ate-jobs> (Retrieved on 4 June  2009).

Du Plessis W 2009.  Some Views on Current Challenges
to Education in South Africa. From <http: //dipf.de/
publikationen/tibi/tibi20_du_plessis.pdf> (Retrieved
on 4 June 2009).

Farmer  HS 1995.  Gender Differences in Adolescent
Career Exploration.  ERIC Digest. Greensboro, NC:
ERIC Clearinghouse on Counseling and Student Ser-
vices.  From <http: //www.ed.gov/databases/ERIC-
Digests/ed391108.html> (Retrieved on 27 March
2009)  (ED391108).

Gottfredson LS 1981.  Circumscription and compro-
mise:  A developmental theory of occupational as-
pirations.  J  Counseling Psychology, 28(6): 545-
579.

Gottfredson  LS  2003.  Gottfredson’s theory of cir-
cumscription, compromise, and self-creation. In:
D  Brown (Eds.): Career Choice and Development,
4th Edition.  San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, pp. 85-
148.

Gough N 1990. Challenges of Change:  Myths of the
Near Future in Australian Education. Paper Pre-
sented at the 20th Annual Conference of the Austra-
lian Teacher Education Association.  Australia:  Ade-
laide.

Hall  D,  Langton B 2006.  Perceptions of the Status of
Teachers.  A Report Carried out for the Ministry of
Education and the New Zealand Teachers Council
as Part of the Teacher Status Project. From  <http:
//www.perceptions-of-the-status-of-teachers-Edu-
cation-Counts. htm. orresearch.info@ minedu.
govt.nz.> (Retrieved on 6 June 2009).

Halperin R, Ratteree  B 2003.  Where have all the
Teachers Gone?  The Silent Crisis. Prospects, Vol.
XXXIII, No. 2, 131-132.

Hanushek EA, Rivki, SG 2007.  Pay, Working Condi-
tions, and Teacher Quality. Vol. 17/no.1/SPRING
2007. From <www. future ofchildren.org.> (Re-
trieved on 27 May 2009).

Herring, RD 1998.  Career Counseling in Schools:
Multicultural and Developmental Perspectives.  Al-
exandria, VA:  American Counseling Association.

Krumboltz JD 1983.  Private Rules in Career Decision
Making (Special Publications Series No.38). Ohio
State University, Columbus Ohio:  National Center
for Research in Vocational Education.

Kubberud V Holland AM, Smith R 1999.  Teachers in
the South:  Their Development and Conditions of
Service. Report 1999-5.

Kyriacou C, Coulthar M 2000.  Undergraduates views
of teaching as a career choice. J of Education for
Teaching 26(2): 117-126.

McGraw B 2001.   Preparation and Professional For-
mation of Teachers:  Early Years to University.
Paper Presented at the UCET Annual Conference,
Market Bosworth, England, 23-24 November 2001.

McMillan JH, Schumacher S 2006.  Research Educa-
tion:  Evidence-Based Inquiry. 6th Edition. Pearson
Education, Inc.

Sumsion  J 2000. Motivations for Career Choice of
Preservice Teachers in New South Wales, Australia
and Ontario, Canada. Paper presented at the Annu-
al Meeting of the American Educational Research
Association, New Orleans, LA, April 24-28, 2000.
[ED441777]

Tshikhudo E. 2009. ‘Killed at School’:  Security at
Schools Under the Spotlight. An Article that Ap-
peared on ‘Mirror’, Limpopo Edition, May 22,
2009.   Vol. 36.  From <www.emirror.co.za.> (Re-
trieved on 27 May 2009).


