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His Excellency, President of the Republic of South Africa,

Deputy Minister Dr Mhaule and Honoured Teachers,

Our educators today are the real VIPs this morning,

Tell the person next you: you look particularly radiant today!

Nominees, and Award Recipients,
Distinguished Guests,

Ladies, and Gentlemen,

Good Morning.

It is an absolute honour to stand before you at these 24th National Teacher Awards. These awards have become an institution in our sector and they have become synonymous with excellence, dedication, and the profound impact that teachers make in shaping the future of our nation.

When we gather like this, it is to give recognition and appreciation to the enduring commitment of the teachers who are being honoured with awards in this hall, but also appreciation to all our educators across the country and across the world, in celebration of 05 October being World Teacher’s Day.

I am truly humbled to host these awards, which are my very first since my appointment less than 100 days ago as Minister of Basic Education.

Though I am relatively new to this role, I am not new to the deep admiration I have for teachers. My grandmother, who raised me into the person that I am today, was a teacher. 
She is now late but I carry her teachings with me in my heart, everywhere I go. My grandmother was one of the thousands of teachers who wake up each day, step into classrooms, and engage in what I believe to be the noblest profession in the world. 

Mr President,

Today is a day of celebration.

We celebrate not only the individual accomplishments of our outstanding teachers but also the collective efforts of all teachers in our country who work tirelessly each day to make a success of our schooling system.

Allow me to highlight one such success — more learners are steadily obtaining bachelor passes in the National Senior Certificate examinations each year.

This indicator of quality, amongst others, is important for assessing the quality of our country’s education outcomes.

It is achievements like these that give us hope, that remind us of what we can accomplish when we work together in pursuit of excellence.

Today, the spotlight is rightfully on the teachers who have helped to achieve these quality education outcomes. They are the backbone of our basic education system. It is their hard work, passion, and commitment that enable us to celebrate these successes.


Mr. President, Ladies and Gentlemen,

This year marks a significant moment for South Africa on the global stage.

As we near the conclusion of the African Union's Year of Education, our nation is also preparing to take on a new leadership role in 2025, as Chair of the G20 Education Working Group.

This is a tremendous opportunity for us to shape the global conversation around education. As we finalise our priorities for this role, we must place teachers at the centre of the dialogue.

The reason for this is simple: no basic education system can succeed without competent, motivated, and empowered teachers in well-resourced classrooms.

The future of basic education is not just about what we teach, but about how we support those who do the teaching.

Ndifuna ukuthi kooTishala nooTishalakazi bethu, nisenza abantu ezizweni. Siyabulela. Umsebenzi wenu uyabonakala. Inga ningaqhubekeka nisenza kanjalo.

We envision that South Africa will use this platform to strengthen the global teaching profession and to advocate for building and strengthening education systems that are fit for the future.As we prepare to lead this critical dialogue, we must acknowledge that we do so in a world beset by unprecedented challenges. We face a various global crisis which affect education around the world:


* In the Middle East, conflict continues to disrupt the lives of countless children and families.
* The war in Ukraine is another tragic reminder of the fragility of peace and its impact on education.
* Emerging technologies, such as Artificial Intelligence and large-language models, are disrupting industries and forcing us to rethink how we prepare our learners for a rapidly evolving world.

Closer to home, we have witnessed the destructive force of climate change.


The recent tornado that caused significant damage to Seatides School, for example; the floods that ravaged parts of KwaZulu-Natal; and the recent snowfalls in South Africa — these events remind us that our schools are not immune to the changing climate and its impact will be felt on education infrastructure and learning continuity.

Despite these challenges, we remain steadfast. The African Union's theme for 2024, "Educate an African Fit for the 21st Century: Building Resilient Education Systems for Increased Access to Inclusive, Lifelong, Quality, and Relevant Learning in Africa," presents us with an opportunity to reflect on what must be done.

Our focus must be on developing teachers and fortifying our education systems to ensure that they are resilient, inclusive, and able to withstand the pressures of this evolving world.

Colleagues,

Our country faces its own set of unique challenges.

We are confronted with rising crime rates, including extortion and protection fee rackets, which have started to affect some of our schools. These crimes directly affect both our educators and learners. I know that words of encouragement may seem like cold comfort when our staff have to dodge bullets just to get to their schools. 
Izikhalo zenu zivakele. We are working with the Police Minister to ensure our schools enjoy greater protection from criminals.
Our economy remains stagnant, and this has had an impact on our tax receipts required to fund budgets in real terms for education.

Budget cuts have hit our provinces hard. Provinces are having to make difficult decisions: more teachers in the classrooms or less access to scholar transport for our learners. These choices should never have to be made. This is why the 7th administration is fighting hard to insulate our frontline services from budget cuts. We want to protect learning and teaching time as much as possible/

But South Africans are known for their resilience. When the chips are down, we dig deep and overcome.

When a teacher in Motherwell, Gqeberha, was held at gunpoint, he showed up the next day with his lesson plan, ready to deliver a full day of teaching.

It is stories like this that remind us of the indomitable spirit of our educators — the unsung heroes who refuse to let adversity stand in the way of their mission to educate.

My Learning and Listening tour to the various provinces has really restored my faith in our sector. Many unsung heroes are working daily to make sure the 13.5 million learners in our system get the quality education they deserve.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Our response to the challenges facing our basic education system is not passive.

My Department and I are taking concrete steps to support our teachers. We invest R1.2 billion annually in teacher development.

In the 2023-2024 financial year, a total of 243,115 teachers benefitted from professional development programmes.

We have targeted fields that are critical to our nation’s future, including Mathematics, where 13,981 teachers received specialised training, and Physical Science, which saw 2,567 teachers upskilled.

Furthermore, 4,129 teachers were trained in ICT, equipping them to deliver 21st-century skills to their learners.

This is part of our broader commitment to ensuring that our teachers are empowered with the skills and expertise needed to provide quality education.

A central priority of mine for the 7th administration is to ensure that by 2029 more children in South Africa can read for meaning in at least one language by the time they reach Grade 4.

Literacy and numeracy are the building blocks for all future learning, and we must ensure that these foundations are strong.

This is my commitment to not only you all, but to the country as whole.

If we get our education system working well, we will be ensuring that we break the stubborn cycle of inequality.

We will see more learners having a solid foundation phase and complete their FET phase with a quality product in their hands.

I ask you to join hands with us to make this a South African reality.

We are the engine room of this economy. We do well, our economy thrives and the unemployment statistics that haunt us go down.


Halala to our nominees and award recipients,

I want to specifically mention Dr Rangongo, who is the 2024 Africa Federation of Teaching Regulatory Authorities (AFTRA) award recipient and my special guest for today.

I extend my heartfelt congratulations to all the nominees here today. You have earned your place here through hard work, dedication, and an unwavering commitment to excellence. But remember, this is not the end of your journey — it is merely the beginning of a new era in your careers.

You are now ambassadors for excellence in teaching. When people see you at work, they must say without having to be told, that "Here is an award-winning teacher."

As Tata Nelson Mandela once said, “We dare not linger, for our long walk is not yet ended.” So, while I encourage you to enjoy the celebrations, to soak in the love and appreciation, I also encourage you to return on Monday morning ready to continue pursuing excellence in everything that you do.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Today is a day for celebration. It is a night to acknowledge the teachers who make a profound difference in the lives of millions of learners across our country. But it is also a day to remind ourselves of the work that lies ahead — the work of building a basic education system that empowers all learners to lead productive and dignified lives.

Thank you, and congratulations to all.

Siyabulela.

Nangamso.
