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Programme Director

Premier of the Gauteng Province, Panyaza Lesufi
Deputy Minister Dr Mhaule and MECs of Education,
Honoured Teachers,

Nominees and Award Recipients,

Distinguished Guests,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Good Morning.

Today, we gather for a very special occasion, the 25th National Teacher

Awards, our silver jubilee.

Twenty-five years of honouring teachers. Twenty-five years of celebrating the
teaching profession. Twenty-five years of paying tribute to the men and
women who daily give their time, energy and love to shaping South Africa’s

future.



Today’s awards ceremony is a milestone but also a mirror reflecting the

journey of our education system.

Through the challenges and the triumphs, you, the teachers in South Africa,
have been the constant, holding the line, keeping the classroom alive and

carrying our nation’s hopes on your shoulders.

The year 2025 has tested us in profound ways.

Across the world, we continue to withess turmoil with parts of Europe and
the Middle East in armed conflicts that have disrupted the schooling of
millions of children. Similarly we have not managed to silence the guns on
the African continent, with armed conflicts in the Democratic Republic of
Congo, South Sudan, and Carbo Delgardo across the border in

Mozambique, again disrupting schooling for millions of children.

However, Africa has shown remarkable resolve to turn education into the
bedrock of its development agenda, particularly through the African Union’s
commitment to building resilient, inclusive systems that leave no child
behind.

At home, 2025 has given us our fair share of trials and tribulations. |
remember receiving a call in the morning of the 11th June 2025, reporting
that 13 children, from Jumba High School, travelling in a school bus, had

been swept away in flash floods in Umtata.



We dropped everything and travelled to the Eastern Cape. It was important
for families to know that we were there with them in their hour of need. We
spent days in Umtata with the rescue teams, meeting with parents who had
lost their children, visiting schools to provide support to learners who had lost
their classmates and to teachers who would have to finish the rest of the year

with an empty seat in their class.

It is the most difficult thing | have ever had to do in my life, to hold a mother

whose pride and joy perished on their way to school.

That is the part of the job that they don’t warn you about, that as teachers,
as the education sector, we are at times called upon to step into a room filled

with pain and provide comfort to those who are hurting.

The devastating floods in Mthatha left deep scars.

Schools were submerged, infrastructure was destroyed, families were

displaced, and lives were lost. The human cost was all too heavy.

Yet even in the face of such grief, teachers in the Eastern Cape, Mpumalanga
and KZN opened makeshift classrooms in halls and churches, ensuring that
learning did not stop and that the June examinations were administered to
all learners. This resilience reflects the unbreakable spirit of South Africa’s

educators.



2025 was also a year of achievement. South Africa is proudly hosting the
G20 Presidency, carrying the voices of the Global South into one of the

world’s most powerful economic forums.

As Chair of the G20 Education Working Group, we placed at the centre of
the global agenda three priorities:
1. Quality foundational learning, ensuring every child can read, write and

count confidently;
2. Mutual Recognition of Qualifications; and

3. Education Professional Development for a changing world.

We did not keep these discussions in international boardrooms alone.
Through provincial education indabas, we took the G20 to the people,
allowing teachers, principals, parents, learners and civil society to shape the
agenda. This was a proud moment for our democracy: global conversations

rooted in local voices.

All 9 provinces hosted G20 Education Indaba’s and those discussions will
guide our contribution later this month when we host Education Ministers
from around the world in Skukuza from the 22" to the 24" of October 2025.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Today is a moment of celebration but it must also be a moment of honest
reflection. We cannot shy away from the painful reports of allegations of
sexual abuse in our schools in the Eastern Cape and elsewhere — that have

undermined the integrity of the teaching profession.



These are crimes that betray the trust that society places in teachers. They
tarnish the reputation of a noble profession built on care and integrity. Let me

be clear: there is no place in our classrooms for those who prey on children.

We will continue to work with unions, the South African Police Service, and
communities to ensure that perpetrators are rooted out of our classrooms,

prosecuted, and never again entrusted with the sacred duty of teaching.

Ladies and gentlemen, this year we also embarked on a strategic
reorientation of the basic education system towards strengthening the
foundations of learning. We are strengthening the foundations of learning

because we know that without literacy and numeracy, no child can succeed.

We are expanding access to ECD programmes, because the Thrive by Five
Index has shown that children who are not in any ECD programme are falling

behind with their cognitive and physical development.

| have hosted the Bana Pele ECD Registration Clinics in 5 of the 9 provinces
to advocate for greater registration by ECD centre owners, so they can

unlock funding and other support from the DBE.

We set an ambitious target to register 10 000 ECD centres by 31 December
2025, | am proud to announce that we achieved that target 3 months ahead

of time.



The Funza Lushaka bursary programme is being deliberately prioritised for
students who want to teach in the Foundation Phase, where the battle for

literacy can be won.

We are moving decisively on compulsory Grade R. Provinces are doing what
they can with the resources available, while we work with the National
Treasury to secure additional funding, to ensure that we roll out Grade R to
all learners who require it. To make this a success, 7,000 Grade R
practitioners will be funded and upskilled to become fully qualified

Foundation Phase teachers.

We are determined to make every classroom a place where learners can

thrive, regardless of their background.

With these achievements, we must still confront the hard truths of our
financial constraints. | saw this first-hand during my recent visit to KwaZulu-
Natal, where principals told me about classrooms in need of repair, teachers

stretched to their limits, and learners studying in overcrowded conditions.

KZN has been worst affected by the budgetary constraints we had flagged
as a risk in September last year. However, KZN is not alone. Free State and

North West are also beginning to show strain.

Years of austerity, financial mismanagement and misguided priorities by
government have resulted in billions of Rands being cut from education,

whilst hundreds of billions were spent on failing SOEs.



We cannot pretend these challenges do not exist. But we can promise this:
we will not rest until every Rand spent on education stretches further, works

harder, and reaches the classroom.

| have briefed the President on the financial health of the public schooling
sector and, working with the Minister of Finance and the National Treasury,
together with our MECs for Finance and Education, we will map out a
sustainable way forward that places the best interests of our learners and

educators at the heart of our budgets and expenditure.

In August this year, | activated the National Education and Training Council
for the first time in South Africa. This advisory body will advise me on school
education-related matters and in turn strengthen how we develop evidence-

based national education policy.

If we are honest, the education sector has at times made policy choices that
are aspirational rather than evidence-based. Our country with an over 71%
Youth Unemployment Rate, by the expanded definition, can least afford such
luxuries. Where aspirations trumping evidence, the stakes are simply too
high.

Through my engagements with teachers, unions and other key stakeholders
over the past year, | have come to appreciate the central role our teachers
play in driving quality education outcomes. Yet too often their time is
consumed by non-instructional administrative tasks that divert energy away
from teaching. | have therefore requested the Council to advise on practical

reforms that:



e Cut duplication — by streamlining reporting and removing low-value
tasks;

¢ Redistribute and clarify roles — including expanding the use of teaching
assistants and administrative staff, where possible;

e Harness technology and process innovations — to make compliance

smarter, faster and less disruptive.

Reducing non-instructional admin is not about lowering accountability — it is
about respecting teachers as professionals and giving them back the time to

teach our learners.

Programme Director, at the heart of all this, the crises, the achievements, the
reforms, and the constraints, stand our teachers. You are the silver guardians
of our nation, custodians of the most precious treasure we have: the dreams

of our children.

Today, we celebrate you, not just the nominees and award winners in this
room, but the thousands across our land who wake up every morning, step

into classrooms, and change lives.

To the sponsors who have made this special day possible, on behalf of the
485 000 teachers in this country, | want to say thank you for your contribution
and commitment. To the FirstRand Foundation, Via Africa, Allan Gray
Philanthropies, Woolworths, Telkom Foundation, MTN Foundation, AVBOB,
SANTAM, Vodacom Foundation, SANLAM, the Hewlett Packard Foundation,
Bic, the Shoprite Foundation, the ETDP-SETA and the ELRC - thank you.



As we mark the silver jubilee of these awards, let us recommit ourselves to
ensuring that when South Africa looks back on the next 25 years, we will say:

we built a generation that could read, think critically, count confidently and

dream without limits, because we invested in teachers.



Congratulations to all our nominees and award recipients. You carry the
hopes of a nation. You are the ambassadors of excellence. And you remind
us, year after year, that despite the challenges we face, the future of South

Africa remains bright.

| want to especially acknowledge my special guests today. The 2024 NTA
BEST TEACHER Ms Ntombozuko Mkhizwana from Mandela Secondary
School in the Eastern Cape. We are immensely proud of you and your great
achievements. Ms Mkhizwana has gone on to win the AU Teacher Award.

You carry our standards of excellence into the global arena.

| want to also acknowledge Amos Jade from Belmor Primay School, who
submitted a heartwarming nomination of their teacher for the special

ministerial award.

Once again, congratulations to all the nominees and winners and happy
National Teacher Appreciation Month to you and to all the Teachers in our

country.

| thank you.



