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ABSTRACT In all professions employees who work hard get promoted but this does not apply to all teachers in
South Africa. The Employment of Educators Act recognizes the promotion of teachers but in practice promotion
does not exist for every teacher. A teacher remains on the post level of his/her first appointment for entire
teaching life.  It is assumed that this might lead to frustration and disillusionment among teachers and many might
leave the profession or underperform. This paper is the result of an empirical investigation on the job satisfaction
among South African teachers. The assumption of the research was validated by an empirical study of the problem
in the Ruth Mompati Education District. The findings of the study include: lack of equal opportunities for teachers,
poor conditions of service, increased workload, lack of discipline among learners, increasing violence against
teachers and the apparent eroding of the teacher’s authority.

INTRODUCTION

Education is a social phenomenon and an
important vehicle for advancement in the con-
temporary world. It is through education that
knowledge, skills and values are transmitted from
generation to generation to ensure social, eco-
nomic and political cohesion, stability, continu-
ity and advancement of every country. Educa-
tion has therefore become an important ingredi-
ent for advancement in the knowledge-based
economy of the modern world.  In affirming this
Matos (2000) asserts that an educated popula-
tion is the primary resource that every nation
must strive to build. Unlike the situation in the
past when natural resources counted most, to-
day only an educated population can contribute
meaningfully to development and participate sig-
nificantly in national and international distribu-
tion of labour and wealth (Matos 2000).

In every community and country teachers
form the vehicle for the provision and dissemi-
nation of relevant knowledge, skills and values
for socio-economic development. In most careers
professionals are assured of moving through the
ranks so long as they do their work well and
meet certain laid down criteria but this is not the
case with school teachers in South Africa. Al-
though the employment of educators Act (1998)
4 (2) recognizes the existence of conditions of

service in respect of different ranks and grades
for teachers in practice this occupational mobil-
ity is almost non- existence. Teachers, in gener-
al, are inclined to argue that in practice there is
no laid down career path for them because the
Employment of Educators Act (1998) does not
address the promotion needs of majority of teach-
ers. Once in a while a teacher is promoted, usual-
ly above his/her seniors, to Principal, Deputy
Principal or Head of Department in a school while
the rest cannot take it for granted that with ded-
ication to the work they can be promoted to an-
other rank.

A teacher may teach and remain on the initial
post level (one) to which s/he was appointed for
the entire teaching life and this might lead to
frustration and disillusionment. This makes most
teachers feel that they cannot achieve self-ful-
fillment under a situation where the opportunity
for promotion is skewed. Teachers who feel this
way might leave the career in their numbers or
underperform due to lack of job satisfaction.  On
this sensitive issue of promotion of school teach-
ers the Employment of Educators Act (1998) 6 (2)
states that it is (promotion of teachers) subject
to collective agreement concluded by the Edu-
cation Labour Relations Council determined by
the Minister which in practice does not adequate-
ly address the frustration of teachers as individ-
ual employees. This paper expands the knowl-
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edge on the ingredients of job satisfaction among
South African school teachers.

Objective of the Study

The objective of the empirical study was to
make the employer aware of the frustrations of
teachers and suggest ways of improving job sat-
isfaction among teachers to enable them remain
in the profession and to put in their best for the
realization of quality education.

Theoretical Framework

The interest in job satisfaction among teach-
ers has become the dominant concern of stake-
holders in education. Job satisfaction among
teachers relates to the extent to which they are
motivated to stay in their posts and work. Two
important theories that underpin this investiga-
tion are Abraham Maslow’s Theory of Motiva-
tion and the Two-Factor Theory of Herzberg.

Maslow saw motivation in terms of individu-
al’s strive for growth which he explained by a
hierarchy of needs (Curzon 1990). The theory
expounds that at any given moment in life an
individual’s behavior is influenced or dominated
by his/her needs which have the greatest poten-
cy. As lower physiological needs are adequately
satisfied, motives for a higher level in the hierar-
chy come into play (Curzon 1990). Teachers, like
other workers, can only satisfy their physiolog-
ical needs such as hunger, thirst, shelter and
clothing when they are adequately and prompt-
ly remunerated. Thus conditions of service for
teachers may be a strong factor in determining
the extent to which teachers are satisfied with
their job.

Safety and security issues may also influ-
ence teachers’ satisfaction.  Teachers may not
be motivated to work in an environment that does
not protect them physically and psychological-
ly. People want to be assured that their survival
is not in jeopardy and their work should give
them this kind of security (Steyn 2001).

Teachers also need recognition from their
employers and clients. That is, students, parents
and community members. The show of apprecia-
tion for the good work they do rather than fo-
cusing too much attention on the weaknesses of
a few of them can undermine the status and self-
esteem and may impact negatively on teachers’
motivation. Steyn (2001) affirms that teachers who

do not feel that their status and self-esteem needs
are being met through the job can be discour-
aged.  It is natural for humans to have the desire
for self-fulfillment. Teachers would like to grow
within their chosen career and not to stagnate.
In situations where their aspirations cannot be
met or there are no opportunities for growth the
morale of teachers can be very low. Holmes (2005)
intimates that teacher professional development
should be viewed from a holistic perspective
which takes a person’s personal well-being as
well as his or her career development into ac-
count simultaneously as one cannot be separat-
ed from the other.

Herzberg’s theory established two sets of
work factors namely motivators and maintenance
for workers’ motivation. Through   a series of
empirical investigation Herzberg et al. (1959)
came to the conclusion that the actual execution
of work is influenced by the existence of recog-
nition, achievement, the work content and the
possibility of advancement. These are referred
to as ‘motivators’. The second set dubbed ‘main-
tenance factors’ relate to the work environment.
Thus the type of remuneration, job security, phys-
ical work conditions and policies regarding a
particular work determine the extent to which
workers are motivated or satisfied with the work.

Carrell et al. (1998) express diverse views on
motivation when they acknowledge that people
have varying expectations about the rewards and
satisfaction they seek from their jobs. To some
people work is purely a necessary evil, a painful
mechanism for earning money to support one’s
self and family. Such people do not expect to be
fulfilled in their work. They in fact, feel that work
and enjoyment are totally incompatible. There is
a second group of people who do not only seek
good salaries and benefits but also desire to sat-
isfy certain human needs through work. The
workers who fall within this category of people
do their work with agreeable and friendly co-
workers and receive ego satisfaction from the
work they do. Such people may not however
aspire to middle or upper levels of management
positions because they feel that management
positions involve stress, too much responsibili-
ty, pressure of work, long working hours and
weekends at the office. For this category of work-
ers, a good family life with time to pursue hob-
bies and other interests may be perceived as being
as important – as or more important than high-
paying, high-stress related jobs (Carrell et al.
1998).
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A third category of workers comprises peo-
ple who regard work as the most significant part
of their lives. These people are totally committed
to their jobs and receive a great deal of personal
pride and satisfaction from it. These people re-
ferred to as over achievers are more than willing
to invest long hours, weekends, and holidays in
pursuit of their dreams. Thus in a continuum of
career interest, work may be viewed as just “a
job” on one hand and as a career on the other
(Carrell et al. 1998).

Teachers as employees fall under all three
categories described above. While some of them
may perceive teaching as a pain or necessary
evil and only do it for survival there are others
who see it as a career and may seek recognition
for what they do, failing which might lead to  dis-
satisfaction. The point here is that where teach-
ers’ expectations are not met, they may not be
able to give off their best and in the long run
learners, parents, communities, tax payers and
the country at large suffer the consequences of
teachers’ lack of job satisfaction. Human beings
generally expect some sort of developments in
their personal as well as their career develop-
ment. Holmes (2005) makes it clear that teachers
expect not only improvement in their teaching
and the progress of their learners but also estab-
lishing one’s foothold in the chosen profession
to the height one aspires to be as well as the
experience he/she craves for.

The diverse views expressed here indicate
that it is imperative for employers and organiza-
tions to take career planning and management
into account as employees have various expec-
tations from the organization they work for.  In
the context of this study the two theories above
imply that employees,  in this case teachers, would
work hard when there is assurance of promo-
tion, good working conditions and recognition
of the value of their work to the advancement of
society. On the contrary where such possibili-
ties do not seem to exist teachers could become
disillusioned and de-motivated.

Literature Study

  Teachers’ employment conditions are gen-
erally poor in most African countries but in South
Africa teachers face a unique situation due to an
apparent lack of career path and clear criteria for
promotion. The qualifications and experiences
of teachers are not considered for promotion and

there are no equal opportunities for all teachers.
This situation can discourage teachers from be-
ing productive in the teaching-learning situation
(Lumadi 2008) and some could jump ship when
they realize that their aims cannot be achieved. A
recent study by Davidson  et al. (2005) found
out that teachers have different motivations for
entering teaching and irrespective of their per-
sonal motives they wanted to ‘make a difference’.
Some of the participants in the study indicated
that they have planned their career progression
and expected their job to be interesting, demand-
ing, creative and rewarding (Davidson et al.  2005).

The observation by many teachers and the
general public is that promotion of teachers in
South Africa is tied to political affiliations and
not teaching qualifications and experience. Ram-
phele (2009) for example reports of how in one of
the provinces a particular teacher union threat-
ened to bring education to a halt if education
officials refused to promote some of its members
to be principals. In a situation where a union
literally ‘hi-jacks’ promotion and dictates to the
employer who is to be promoted, one may won-
der what happens to qualifications, experience
and competence which some teachers have spent
money and time to acquire. Where a less quali-
fied teacher is promoted above more qualified
and experienced ones, management of schools
could become difficult if not problematic and this
might result in dysfunctional and poor perfor-
mance among schools.  The number of dysfunc-
tional schools in the country is on the increase
and this could be attributed to the lack of experi-
ence in management and leadership skills of the
new ‘cadre’ of principals. The qualified and ded-
icated teachers in such schools become disillu-
sioned, frustrated and may either leave or remain
without performing to their maximum.

Career satisfaction for teachers might serve
as good motivation for improvements in teach-
ing performance.  According to Holmes (2005)
career satisfaction can be enhanced by the:
 extent to which one feels rewarded appro-

priately for the work one does
 extent to which one feels adequately trained

to perform one’s role, and
 opportunity to develop at both the person-

al and professional level.
The Parliamentary Monitoring Committee

(2007) acknowledged the fact that one of the rea-
sons why teachers leave teaching was because
of the limited career prospects and perhaps its
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recommendation has led to the implementation
of occupation specific dispensation (OSD) for
Senior and Master Teachers to address some of
the concerns of teachers. The Education Labour
Relations Council (2008) also proposed to the
employer that from 2009 experience should be
recognized for teachers’ remuneration.

Despite proposals to motivate teachers the
authors are of the view that there is a need for a
clear career path and practical promotion criteria
if teaching in South Africa is to be seen as a
profession. That is, there should be clear ranks
and positions with their predetermined notches
and progression on satisfactory performance for
all teachers irrespective of their union affiliations.
Owusu-Boateng et al. (2008) report a promotion
criteria for teachers in  Ghana where one enters
teaching as a Teacher, and based on dedication
and good work rises through the ranks -Assis-
tant Superintendent, Superintendent, Senior Su-
perintendent, Principal Superintendent (that is,
Assistant Headmaster) to Assistant Director
(that is, Headmaster). There is thus a clear career
path and criteria for promoting teachers and in
such a working environment teachers are assured
of promotion based on performance, qualifica-
tions and experience.

METHDOLOGY

This study was conducted in the context of
lack of career path and promotion on job satis-
faction among South African teachers. Both
quantitative and qualitative research methods
were used in the investigation in order to achieve
triangulation. In the quantitative phase a survey
design was adopted using a questionnaire with
a Likert-scale. The Likert- scale comprising 14
items which included teaching experience, num-
ber of times promoted, awareness of career path,
hindrances to promotion and job satisfaction was
administered on selected teachers. On the 5 point
Likert-scale respondents were requested to indi-
cate the extent to which they agreed with each
statement. One (1) indicated strong agreement
and five (5) strong disagreements. The draft ques-
tionnaire was pilot tested on 10 teachers from
two neutral schools in Taung. This was done to
ensure that all important factors were captured
on the Likert-scale and thus content validity was
achieved.

The sample for the quantitative phase was
conveniently drawn from teachers from the Ruth
Mompati education district (Vryburg) . A total of
520 teachers were selected to participate in the
investigation. In selecting the sample the list of
teachers from the education district was request-
ed from the District Office. From that list the re-
searchers picked every other name and sent
questionnaire to each of the 520 selected teach-
ers with a covering letter. Although 520 ques-
tionnaires were sent out to the participants with
self-addressed and stamped envelopes 500 were
returned with a loss of 20 questionnaires.

In the qualitative phase a phenomenological
method was employed to solicit teachers’ views
on career path. Brink (2006) affirms that phenom-
enological methods or studies examine human
experience through the descriptions that are pro-
vided by the people involved. The purpose of
adopting the phenomenological method was to
describe and interpret the lived experiences of
the participants (that is, teachers). Following the
same sampling approach as described in the pre-
vious section a total of 100 teachers were delib-
erately and randomly selected from the Frances
Baard education district in the neighbouring
Northern Cape Province. The semi-structured
interview which comprised 10 items and lasted
for about 20 minutes in each case focused on job
satisfaction, security and promotion issues. With
the permission of the teachers the interviews were
transcribed verbatim. The interviews from a dif-
ferent province were deliberately done to use
the responses to triangulate those obtained from
the questionnaire. The researchers used this
strategy as a mechanism to ensure reliability and
validity of data collected through the use of ques-
tionnaire.

RESULTS  AND  DISCUSSION

The data analysis consisted of frequency
analysis of demographic information as well as
responses from the Likert-scale. Percentages
were computed and the statistical values were
used to interpret the results. The analysis is in
two parts viz; demographic characteristics of re-
spondents and respondents’ perceptions on ca-
reer path and promotion. Tables 1-5 depict the
demographic characteristics of the respondents.
The information from Table 1 indicates that there
are more female teachers than males in South
African schools.
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 Table 1: Gender distribution of respondents

Gender Frequency Percentage

Male 174 34.8
Female 326 65.2

Total 500 100.0

Table 2 shows the age distribution of the re-
spondents. The information from the Table indi-
cates that a clear majority of the respondents
(76.6%) are 31 years and above.  Some of these
teachers might have taught for many years on
the same post level without promotion. Only
23.4% of the respondents fall within 21-30 years
age bracket and could be new entrants to the
profession. The irony is that in absence of clear
and practical ways of promoting teachers some
of these new teachers might find themselves in
senior positions over their experienced and prob-
ably more qualified colleagues.

Table 2: Age distribution of respondents

Age Frequency   Percentage

21-30 117 23.4
31-40 174 34.8
41-50 103 20.6
51-60 76 15.2
60+ 30  6.0

Total 500 100.0

Table 3 shows that 73.8% of the respondents
have taught for over 7 years and might have ex-
pected to be promoted if there were clearly laid
down promotion criteria for teachers. It is possi-
ble that those who have taught for over 15 years
are not included in the category of the senior
teachers as this might not have been explained
to teachers as to how one gets promoted to a
senior teacher status. This might explain why
the percentage of the respondents who might be
senior teachers (teaching for over 21 years) in
Table 3 (6.6%) differs from those with 16-20 years
teaching experience.

Table 3: Teaching experience of respondents

Teaching experience Frequency Percentage

Below 3 yrs 37 7.4
4-7 yrs 94 18.8
8-11 yrs 116 23.2
12-15 yrs 126 25.2
16-20 yrs 94 18.8
21 yrs + 33  6.6

Total 500 100.0

The positions occupied by teachers as
shown on Table 4 indicate that more than half of
the participants (72.2%) are junior teachers with
6.6% senior teachers. These ‘junior’ teachers
might have taught for about 15 years without
any promotion. Ten percent (10%) of the respon-
dents are heads of department, 6.6% deputy prin-
cipals and 4.6% principals. Taking into account
the large number of the junior teachers and their
teaching experiences, one might wonder why
they are still at the lower rank of the profession if
there was a career path. The information from
the tables imply that the mode of selection and
promotion of teachers might not be clear to all
teachers or lacks credibility as relatively new
teachers of less than 7 years in the profession
can be promoted over those who might have
taught for over 15 years.

Table 4: Distribution of respondents by position

Position Frequency Percentage

Principal 23 4.6
Deputy principal 33 6.6
Head of department 50 10.0
Senior teacher 33 6.6
Teacher 361 72.2

Total 500 100.0

The information on qualifications of teach-
ers as shown on Table 5 indicate that over 32.8%
of the respondents have university degrees and
post graduate qualifications with about 48%
holding teachers’ diploma. With these qualifica-
tions and years of teaching experience the ex-
pectation of teachers is that they would have
been promoted from at least the lowest to the
next rank if in practice there were clear career
path for teachers in the country.

Table 5: Distribution of respondents by qualification

Qualification Frequency   Percentage

Teachers’ certificate 40 8.0
Teachers’ Diploma 240 48.0
BA/BCom/BEd/BSc 104 20.8
Honours 40 8.0
Masters 20 4.0
Other 56 11.2

Total 500 100.0

Table 6 clearly shows that majority of the re-
spondents (70%) disagreed with the statement
that the career paths and promotion of teachers
are clear. This response affirms the discourage-
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ment among teachers and could have adverse
effect on their performance (Lumadi 2008).

Over eighteen percent (18.7%) of the respon-
dents were uncertain about promotion and this
could be respondents who were not sure wheth-
er senior teacher positions are promotional posts.
Only 11.3% of the respondents indicated that
the career paths are clear to them and these might
be relatively new teachers who through some
unconventional means got promoted above col-
leagues with higher qualifications and experi-
ence. This situation makes it imperative for the
employer to practically clarify the issues regard-
ing career pathing and promotions of teachers.

A very high majority of the respondents, 80%
and above indicated that they have not had any
promotion within the last 5 years. Only 18% of
the respondents agreed with the statement that
they have been promoted within the last 5 years.
Again the procedure for such promotions where
less experienced or qualified teachers rise above
colleagues with much more experience and qual-
ifications raises many questions regarding trans-
parency and credibility.

On the prospect of getting promotion, at least
60% of the respondents agreed with the state-
ment that they did not think they would ever be
promoted. Over 14.7% of the respondents were
uncertain and only 25.3% were optimistic of get-
ting promoted. These responses affirm the fact
that the actual execution of work is influenced
by the existence of recognition, achievement and
possibility of advancement (Herzberg et al. 1959).

Where these ingredients are missing teachers
might not do their best.

On whether respondents have ever been pro-
moted, over 73.3% indicated that they have nev-
er been promoted and added that they did not
expect to be promoted by the employer.

The respondents gave varied responses to
the statement that they were frustrated for the
lack of clear career paths and promotion criteria.
Nearly 57% (i.e. 56.7%) of the respondents indi-
cated that they are frustrated, 8% were uncer-
tain, whereas 35.3% disagreed with the state-
ment. The above responses corroborate
Maslow’s theory which stresses the fact that
humans have needs to fulfill (Curzon 1990) and
when teachers’ needs such as shelter, clothing,
shelter and self-fulfillment  are not achieved
through promotion they could lose the motiva-
tion to teach better.

Majority of the respondents, 54%, disagreed
with the statement that the promotion criteria are
clear and fair; 20.7% were uncertain and only
25.3% indicated that the criteria are clear and fair
to them. Most respondents, 60.7%, agreed with
the statement that the qualification and experi-
ence of teachers should be the key criteria for
promoting teachers. Only 22.6% disagreed with
the statement and these might the teachers who
think they might not get promotion on merit (that
is, where qualifications and experience are the
main criteria). On the proposed Occupational
Specific Dispensation, 62% the respondents
agree that it might address some of the problems
related to the conditions of service of teachers.

Table 6: Respondents' perception about career paths and promotions

Question No. SA A U D SD   General
(%) (%) (%) (%) (%)    remarks

My career path is very clear to me 500 3.3 8.0 18.7 48.0 22.0 Disagree
I have been promoted within the last 3 years. 500 5.3 6.7 2.7 53.3 32 Disagree
I have been promoted within the last 5 years. 500 8.0 10.0 2.7 53.3 26.0 Disagree
I have never been promoted since I joined the 500 73.3 6.7 2.7 9.3 8.0 Agree
   Department.
I do not think I will ever be promoted. 500 34.7 25.3 14.7 13.3 12.0 Agree
I am frustrated for the lack of promotion and 500 30.0 26.7 8.0 20.0 15.3 Vary
   clear career pathing.
The criteria for promotion in the Department are 500 11.3 14.0 20.7 28.7 25.3 Disagree
   clear and fair.
Qualifications and experience should be should 500 34.7 26.0 16.7 12.0 10.6 Agree
   be the key criteria.
The proposed occupation specific dispensation 500 38.7 23.3 12.7 13.3 12.0 Agree
   (OSD) will address the issues of promotion
   and career paths.  s

Key to the headings to Table 6; SA= Strongly agree; A=Agree; U =Uncertain; D=Disagree; SD =Strongly disagree
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It is interesting to note that 23.3% of respon-
dents were still uncertain as to whether the pro-
posed OSD would address the problem of teach-
ers’ conditions of service.  Over 25.3% of the
respondents disagreed as to whether the OSD
would solve the contentious issues regarding
career pathing and promotions for school teach-
ers in the new South Africa.

Findings from the Qualitative Interviews

The qualitative interviews of 100 provided
participants with the opportunity to describe their
experiences as teachers in their natural setting
and these views were used to triangulate the data
from the quantitative part of the study. Burns
and Grove (2005); Polit and Beck (2008) agree
that a phenomenological design allows partici-
pants to describe and interpret experiences of
the phenomena as it is being lived in the natural
setting. On the question of knowledge of career
paths 80% of the respondents said they were
unaware of career paths for teachers, 5% said
there are career paths while 15% agreed in the
responses that it only exists on paper. To indi-
cate the feeling of frustration one lady teacher
remarked;

“I have taught in this school since 1998,
both the current principal and his deputy were
my learners. I will soon retire but still on the
same level I was first appointed  on (P L 1) in
January 1998".

Another interviewee, a male teacher, had this
to say:

“Promotion of teachers is a myth, maybe not
in my life time. I am left with five years    to retire
otherwise I would look for another job. I have
told my children not to become teachers because
they can never achieve job satisfaction. Most of
the  employees in other government departments
who I taught are far better than me”

The above statements which were quoted
verbatim from some of the interviewees are not
different from the responses obtained from the
quantitative part of the study. They all point to
one thing –frustration of teachers due to the
apparent lack of career path and equal opportu-
nity. In sum the main findings from the qualita-
tive interviews are listed here below. The major-
ity of the school teachers in South Africa do not
enjoy job satisfaction because:

 they do not get improvement of life from
teaching to enable them establish foothold
in the chosen profession to the height they
aspire to as well as the experience they crave
for ( Holmes 2005).

 the apparent absence of career paths for
teachers makes it possible for some less
qualified and less experienced teachers get
promoted above their colleagues who have
been teaching for many years.

 poor conditions of service, increased work-
load of teachers, lack of discipline among
learners and increasing violence against
teachers make good teachers either leave
teaching or under perform.

CONCLUSION

This research set out to investigate the lack
of career path on the job satisfaction among
South African teachers. Both quantitative and
qualitative methods were employed in the data
collection which involved 600 participants from
the North West and the Northern Cape Provinc-
es. The findings from the empirical investigation
which were supported by the qualitative inter-
views validated the assumption that the lack of
opportunities for promotion frustrate school
teachers and greatly contribute to lack of job
satisfaction among them.

The conclusion drawn from the findings is
that unless the government provides a career
path with clearly laid down criteria for promotion
teachers may never get job satisfaction and with-
out job satisfaction the best teachers might con-
tinue to leave teaching in their droves and thus
compromising quality education.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the findings from the study the
authors offer the following recommendations to
the employer and education stakeholders:
 to retain teachers and motivate them to

teach better the employer must establish a
transparent career path for teachers.

 teaching should be depoliticized and rec-
ognized as a profession with its own condi-
tions of service different from that of gen-
eral public service

  there must be equal opportunity for all
teachers no matter union affiliation of indi-
vidual teachers
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