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Teacher salaries are the largest single line item in the South African budget. In the 2022 budget, teacher
salaries accounted for one third of all public sector wages at R222 bhillion, approximately 3.5% of GDP and 10% of
total government expenditure.? It is important to understand how much teachers earn, how their pay packages and
benefits are structured, and how this differs by age and experience. These factors will influence how many younger
teachers can be employed as older teachers retire. There is a common perception in South Africa that teacher
salaries are low even relative to comparable professions, yet this is often based on incorrect information on what
constitutes a teacher’s ‘full package’ inclusive of benefits.

The average government teacher earned R42,668 per month in salary and benefits in 2019.2 Using extracts
from the government payroll database (PERSAL), this note shows that the average teacher in November 2019
received salary and benefits totalling R42,668 per month. This places teachers in the top 5% of the income
distribution in South Africa (see Note 8 for a further discussion). It includes the teacher’s pre-tax salary, as well as
a number of benefits which are paid for by the employer (see Figure 1). Many teachers themselves believe they
earn less than this, but this is because they do not factor in the benefits they receive over and above their basic
salary. The annotated payslip in the Appendix is an anonymised payslip for a young teacher in their fifth year of
teaching.

Figure 1: Average monthly teacher pay in South Africa according to 2019 government payroll data
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Source: Gustafsson & Maponya, 2020, p.5. In this figure, “teachers” includes ordinary teachers, HODs, deputy principals and principals.

The basic salary is determined by the teacher’s notch on the salary scales published in the Government
Gazette. The notch on which a teacher enters public service depends on their qualifications. For example, a teacher
with REQV 143 (matric plus 4 years of university education) would enter on Notch 164. This translates to a basic
salary of R284,238 in their first year of employment, or R23,686 monthly (based on the salary scales that came into
effect in July 2021). Teachers who meet minimum performance requirements move up to a higher salary
notch each year that they remain in government service. The annual notch increase is now 1.5% (previously this
was 1% before 2019), and in practice almost all teachers experience pay progression every year.*®> This means
that older



teachers tend to earn a higher basic salary than younger teachers. In addition, cost-of-living adjustments may be
negotiated between teacher unions and the government.

Teachers’ total remuneration package includes large amounts of other benefits each month. All permanent
teachers receive an employer pension contribution (equal to 13% of the basic salary) and an annual service bonus
(i.e. a 13th cheque; equal to the basic salary). All teachers who choose to join the Government Employees Medical
Scheme (GEMS) receive a medical aid subsidy; some teachers who were appointed before 1 July 2006 may receive
a smaller subsidy towards non-GEMS medical aid membership. In addition, teachers who own or rent property may
apply for a housing allowance, which is R1,500 per month as of July 2021.% These are the major benefits paid to
teachers.

Figure 2: Total monthly teacher pay (including benefits) in South Africa in 2019 by type of teacher
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Source: Based on PERSAL data from Table 7 in Department of Basic Education, 2022a

Promotions lead to considerable increases in teacher pay. Because their positions place them on higher salary
notches, senior educators (heads of department, deputy principals and principals) earn considerably more than
ordinary teachers, as illustrated in Figure 2.” They therefore also receive higher employer pension contributions and
annual service bonuses, since these are calculated as a percentage of the basic salary. The 2019 PERSAL teacher
salary data used in Figure 1 includes both ordinary teachers and senior educators.®

Between 2013 and 2019 teacher salaries rose by 15% in real terms. >° Even allowing for the fact that
this

pushed many teachers into higher tax brackets, the average teacher saw their after tax income increase by 15%
in real terms between 2013 and 2019.7 This long period of above-inflation increases in teacher pay has resulted in
serious pressure on provincial education budgets: real per-learner spending has declined significantly,> and many
provinces have implemented hiring freezes for HODs, deputy principals and principals.>° (See Note 3 for more
information about management post freezes.) From 2020 to 2022, there were no cost-of-living adjustments, which
saw teacher salaries decline in real terms, although the impact was softened by a cash gratuity.!'2 In
October 2022, teacher unions agreed to a 3% cost-of-living increase in basic salary, which will be combined
with a cash

gratuity and the usual 1.5% annual pay progression to give a total increase of over 6%.3
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Appendix: Teacher Payslip from May 2019
This payslip belongs to a 26-year-old teacher in their fifth year of teaching with the Western Cape Education
Department. Personally identifiable information has been removed
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**The annual service bonus (13"
cheque) is equal to the "basic salary"
line item and is paid in the
employee's birthday month. This
payslip does not show the service
bonus because this teacher did not
celebrate their birthday in May 2019.

This teacher’s effective monthly pay package can be calculated byltak
pay and benefits into account, as follows:

Basic salary: R23 804

Housing allowance: R900 + R436.22

Employer contribution to pension: R3094.51

Employer contribution to GEMS medical aid: R1301

Monthly subtotal: R29 535.73

x12 = R354 428.76

+13th cheque: +R23 804

Annual total: R378 232.76

Averaged per month: R31519.40 € Effective monthly pay package

ing all
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