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Summary: Strengths, challenges and recommendations 

Why vocational education and training matters 

Over 3 million young people in South Africa are disengaged from 
education and work 

While economic growth in South Africa has been respectable, it has 
been weaker than in many other emerging economies. About one third of 
those aged 15-24, or 3.4 million people, are not formally employed nor in 
education or training (NEET). Two million of them have not finished Grade 
12. While some of these young people will be working in the extensive 
informal economy, these figures still represent a profound challenge for 
South Africa.  

South Africa's challenge is greater than most other emerging 
economies 

Effective school-to-work transition is critical in both developed and 
emerging economies. While the NEET challenge is typically greater in 
emerging economies, in South Africa it is particularly severe. The failure to 
integrate so many people into the labour market threatens social cohesion 
and in the context of the post-apartheid transition this is a particular concern 
because of the over-representation of black South Africans in the NEET 
population.  

Effective vocational education and training (VET) should be part of 
the response 

Clearly the youth employment challenge requires action across a range 
of fronts, including measures to promote economic development, and active 
measures to encourage labour market insertion. But a very wide range of 
evidence shows that effective vocational programmes can be part of the 
answer, by providing practical training linked to the prospect of a job, 
smoothing the transition from school to work. This review therefore aims to 
set out some concrete proposals for South Africa, drawing on the very 
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extensive series of country studies of vocational education and training 
systems undertaken by the OECD.  

Strengths of the South African system 

In the face of major challenges, South Africa displays an open and 
committed approach 

When visiting South Africa and exploring the issues, the OECD team 
were struck by the scale of the challenges faced, clearly greater than in most 
OECD countries. At the same time they were impressed by the energy and 
commitment which South Africans were bringing to their different roles in 
the vocational system, whether as teachers, college and institution leaders, 
policy makers, employers, trade unionists, parents and students. They were 
also impressed by their openness to debate and alternative points of view. 
These tangible strengths, that many countries can envy, will serve South 
Africa well.  

The creation of DHET in 2009 represents a major step forward in 
integrating vocational education and training policy 

In many countries the governance of vocational education and training 
involves a complex fabric of agencies, reflecting a division of 
responsibilities between different ministries, the relative autonomy of 
institutions and the separate roles of private training providers, employers 
and trade unions. Such decentralised governance has advantages in terms of 
diversity and innovation, but it may confuse students and employers, involve 
some duplication of tasks such as curriculum design, and complicate 
transitions. 

 In South Africa, prior to 2009 responsibility for education and training 
was divided between the Departments of Education and of Labour and 
sometimes weakly coordinated. In 2009 the DHET was established, and 
given responsibility for one of the twelve objectives of the South African 
government, namely ‘to develop the human resources of the workforce in an 
inclusive way’. The Department brought together responsibility for the 
university and college sector, adult learning centres, the private institutions, 
the Sector Education and Training Authorities (SETAs) the National Skills 
Fund (NSF) and the regulatory bodies responsible for qualifications and 
quality assurance. Together, these form an integrated “post-school” system. 
This integration of responsibilities in DHET is a clear strength. 
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South Africa’s well established qualifications framework provides a 
helpful structure 

Many countries are currently implementing qualification frameworks, or 
have done so recently. Such frameworks can make TVET systems more 
transparent, so that the value of different qualifications can be more clearly 
recognised by students, employers and other stakeholders. Strong 
frameworks should, in principle, facilitate lifelong learning, and improve 
access to higher level education. Implementing a qualifications framework 
might therefore be best seen as part of a wider approach to quality and 
coherence in VET provision. 

South Africa is a pioneer in this field, as the South Africa National 
Qualifications Framework was implemented in 1995. The ten levels of the 
Framework should make it easier to understand which programmes lead to 
the same level, and how different programmes relate to each other. 
International experience shows that if frameworks are underpinned by a 
strong methodology for allocating qualifications to levels, supported by key 
stakeholders, and backed by complementary measures to unify the TVET 
system and improve transitions, they can facilitate lifelong learning, and 
improve access to higher level education. 

There has been a valuable consolidation of the TVET college sector 
In pursuit of both higher quality and greater efficiency, many countries 

have sought to merge training institutions. While there is sometimes 
resistance from local communities or individual professions to the loss of 
“their” training institutions, experience has shown that mergers can be 
managed successfully, particularly when they do not involve closure of 
campuses. Often countries report benefits from these consolidations in terms 
of synergies and economies of scale.  

In South Africa, much valuable work has gone into the mergers of many 
different precursor institutions, to establish 50 TVET colleges, granting 
economies of scale and giving a clearer identity and visibility to the sector. 
This process is also a key foundation for the development of professional 
leadership by focusing attention on a limited number of college leaders to 
drive reform. 

In response to the challenge of young people outside the labour 
market, there are bold plans to expand the college system 

In the face of major challenges in the youth labour market, there are 
ambitious plans to expand the TVET college system to 2.5 million 
enrolments by 2030. Over the same time period universities are also 
expected to grow, but at a slower pace. These plans are linked to key 
objectives, including improvements in management and the quality of 
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vocational teaching, strengthened responsiveness to labour market needs, 
and better student support services, as set out in the White Paper. In addition 
the adult education centres will be reorganised as ‘community colleges’. The 
scale of ambition rightly measures up to that of the challenge. 

A ‘turnaround strategy’ addresses quality in the college sector 
There is clearly a serious problem of weak management in some of the 

50 colleges. In response DHET has first, taken over direct control of the 
colleges from provinces, and second, they have placed a number of colleges 
under administration – where an administrator, directly appointed by the 
Minister has replaced the existing principal at least temporarily. Currently 
there are about 9 colleges under administration. A 'turnaround' strategy has 
been developed to tackle the main challenges. Strong points include 
measures to improve throughput rates, enhance lecturer qualifications and 
industry-linked experience, and improve financial management systems. So 
significant quality challenges have been met with strong action.  

South Africa has a strong capacity for analysis 
Effective policy development depends on the capacity for policy 

analysis backed by good data and research. In South Africa this analytic 
capacity exists in the Department and in well-respected universities and 
research institutes that work closely with DHET. While data weaknesses 
remain, South Africa is in a good position to take advantage of 
improvements in data which are recommended below and which may 
certainly be anticipated.  

Challenges and Recommendations 

Simplifying vocational pathways (Chapter 2) 
The current architecture of the South African vocational system poses a 

number of challenges, including a confusing mix of overlapping and 
competing programmes and qualifications, inadequately developed 
programmes for adults, and limited post-secondary vocational qualifications.  

Recommendation: Building on the proposals set out in the White 
Paper:  

• Upper secondary vocational programmes should be merged into 
two main tracks - a school-based track and a work-based track.  

• To meet the needs of adult learners, develop second chance 
vocational programmes and ensure flexible forms of provision. 
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• At post-matriculation level the development of diplomas and 
certificates should be promoted. 

• Improve pathways from initial vocational to academic programmes. 
In support of these recommendations, first, simplification of the offer 

would make vocational programmes more comprehensible and therefore 
more attractive; this would build on the experience of strong vocational 
systems across countries; second, adult education needs to be developed so 
as to provide attractive routes to re-engage young adults that are NEET; 
third, post-secondary vocational programmes need to be enhanced, 
particularly with an eye on those that have passed matriculation but have not 
entered universities; fourth, better pathways to academic education would 
assist the attractiveness of vocational programmes.  

Building partnership between vocational training and the economy 
(Chapter 3) 

While South Africa needs more skills, particularly artisan skills, it also 
needs to ensure the right set of skills for the labour market. Current VET 
programmes may be insufficiently responsive to labour market needs. Key 
obstacles to a more effective response include weak work-based learning 
and limited artisan programmes, an inadequate framework to coordinate 
provision with labour market actors, a mix of provision insufficiently driven 
by labour market needs, and poor data on labour market outcomes. 

Recommendation: To link vocational provision more closely with the 
needs of industry: 

• Make workplace learning mandatory for vocational programmes.  
• Co-ordinate vocational provision through a strategic body that 

would also involve industry stakeholders. 
• While maintaining a national curriculum, establish flexibility in a 

proportion of the curriculum that can be adapted by training 
providers to meet local needs.  

• Invest in better data, particularly on labour market outcomes linked 
to career guidance. 

In support of these recommendations, more systematic use of work-
based learning is practicable given the successful experience of other 
countries; employers and trade unions might be more fully engaged in 
provision through appropriate advisory bodies; local flexibility in curricula, 
again following international experience, can be used to build local 
partnerships with employers; and better data on the labour market outcomes 
of programmes are vital in linking provision to labour market needs. 
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Reforming Funding Arrangements 1: the levy grant system 
(Chapter 4) 

The current levy grant system throws up a number of challenges. First, 
experience with levies in other countries has not always been positive. 
Second, the current SETA arrangements have multiple difficulties, including 
high administrative costs. Some other countries are reviewing their support 
for industry sectoral bodies.  

Recommendation: Reform funding flowing from the Skills Levy so as to 
shift responsibility for discretionary funding to the National Skills Fund and 
simplify the administration of the mandatory grant. 

In support of these recommendations, the current arrangements are no 
longer tenable, and implementing this recommendation would yield large 
savings in administrative costs; the discretionary funding should be used to 
provide an incentive to employers to engage with the vocational system. 
Reform of the mandatory grant would also remove some unnecessary 
bureaucracy. 

Reforming Funding Arrangements 2: the TVET college funding 
formula (Chapter 4) 

Reforming the funding formula for TVET colleges throws up a number 
of challenges, in particular the requirement to reflect the needs of rural areas 
and the additional costs of teaching disadvantaged students. Colleges also 
currently lack adequate incentives to address dropout.  

Recommendation: Reform the funding formula for TVET colleges to 
reflect (i) the extra costs of provision in rural areas (ii) the extra costs of 
provision for disadvantaged students, and (iii) incentives for colleges to 
improve completion rates.  

These recommendations support the White Paper proposals to reflect the 
additional costs of rural colleges and teaching disadvantaged students in the 
college funding formula. In addition, measures are needed to encourage 
colleges to give greater attention to completion given the severity of the 
dropout challenge.  

Strengthening professional development for vocational teachers 
and college leaders (Chapter 5) 

There are two main challenges. One is the need to improve the skills and 
qualifications of lecturers in the TVET system, an issue already being 
addressed through current proposed reforms. The second challenge is the 
need to improve the professional preparation of college leaders. 

Recommendation: Strengthen the professional preparation of TVET 
college lecturers with attention to the balance between pedagogical skills 



SUMMARY: STRENGTHS, CHALLENGES AND RECOMMENDATIONS– 13 
 
 

OECD REVIEWS OF VOCATIONAL EDUCATION AND TRAINING: A SKILLS BEYOND SCHOOL REVIEW OF SOUTH AFRICA © OECD 2014 
 

and workplace experience. Promote effective college leadership by ensuring 
more systematic training for prospective and current college leaders.  

In support of these recommendations, vocational teachers can benefit 
greatly from spending time in industry, while at the same time industry 
practitioners might be encouraged to take on teaching roles, in both cases 
drawing industry knowledge and experience into the TVET system. 
Strengthened preparation of college leaders is also very important, as 
effective leadership is a powerful means of driving improvements in the 
overall quality of the system. 

Supporting completion and transition (Chapter 6) 
Despite worryingly high levels of dropout, TVET colleges currently 

offer limited support for students in academic difficulties, and this reflects 
insufficient incentives on colleges to encourage completion. Career 
guidance provision remains patchy. It may be very difficult to realise 
expansion of the TVET system unless it is seen that students are likely to 
complete their studies.  

Recommendation: Implement a sequence of measures to tackle low 
completion rates:  

• Provide targeted support to ensure adequate levels of literacy and 
numeracy among those pursuing vocational programmes. 

• Ensure adequate incentives for completion for both institutions and 
students, 

• Underpin pathways of progression with high-quality career 
guidance and information before and during vocational 
programmes. 

In support of these recommendations: expansion of the vocational 
system can only be justified if it is accompanied by higher completion rates; 
financial incentives for both institutions and students have been shown to be 
effective in encouraging completion; targeted support for students with 
weak foundation skills is essential; career guidance can help students to plan 
and understand their career paths, reducing the risk that bad choices will 
cause students to drop out.  
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Chapter 1 
 

Prospects for youth - the challenge for South Africa 

A disturbing number of young people are outside education and formal work 
in South Africa. Evidence from different countries shows that, as part of a 
wider package of youth employment measures, effective vocational 
programmes can smooth the passage from school to work. This review, one 
of a series of OECD reviews of vocational education and training systems, 
offers suggestions for the development of the South African vocational 
education system with these objectives in mind. This chapter sets the scene 
for this review by describing the South African system of vocational 
education and training, and identifying its main strengths and challenges.  
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Introduction 

Why vocational education and training matters 

Over 3 million young people in South Africa are disengaged from 
education and work 

While economic growth in South Africa has been respectable, it has been weaker than in 
many other emerging economies. About one third of those aged 15-24, or 3.4 million 
people, are not formally employed nor in education or training (NEET). Two million of 
them have not finished Grade 12 (Kraak, 2013). Around half of young adults under 25 
years are unemployed, with unemployment worsening since the global economic crisis 
(Statistics South Africa, 2014). While some of these young people will be working in 
South Africa's extensive informal economy (see Leibbrandt M. et. al., 2009), these 
figures still represent a profound challenge for South Africa.  

South Africa's challenge is greater than most other emerging 
economies 

Effective school-to-work transition is critical in both developed and 
emerging economies. While the NEET challenge is typically greater in 
emerging economies (Quintini and Martin, 2013), in South Africa it is 
particularly severe (See Figure 1.1). The failure to integrate so many people 
into the labour market is a terrible waste of human potential, and cripples the 
economy. It threatens social cohesion and in the context of the post-
apartheid transition it represents a particular concern because of the 
substantial over-representation of black South Africans in the NEET 
population. The 3.4 million NEETs may be compared with the 950 000 
students in universities (both public and private) and 400 000 students in 
colleges – a total of 1.35 million.  
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Figure 1.1 South Africa's NEET challenge is greater than most other countries 
Young people neither in employment not in education or training (NEET) 2011 

 

Source: Quintini G. and S. Martin (2013), “Same Same But Different: School-To-Work 
Transitions in Emerging and Advanced Economies”, OECD Social, Employment and 
Migration Working Papers n° 154.  

Effective vocational education and training (VET) should be part of 
the response 

Clearly the youth employment challenge requires action across a range 
of fronts, including measures to promote economic development, and active 
measures to encourage labour market insertion. But a very wide range of 
evidence shows that effective vocational programmes can be part of the 
answer, by providing practical training linked to the prospect of a job, 
smoothing the transition from school to work. This review therefore aims to 
set out some concrete proposals for South Africa.  
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The policy review of the South Africa and its place in the wider 
OECD study 

This review is one of a series of OECD country reports on vocational 
education and training (VET) (see Box 1.1).  

Box 1.1 Skills beyond School: The OECD study  

This study addresses the policy challenges arising from the increasing demand 
for higher level technical and professional skills. It builds on the success of the 
OECD’s previous study, Learning for Jobs, which examined vocational education 
and training policy, mainly at upper secondary level through 17 country reviews 
and a comparative report. 

Twenty separate country studies, involving country visits, analysis and 
published reports, were pursued. Full country policy reviews were conducted in 
Austria, Denmark, Egypt, Germany, Israel, Kazakhstan, Korea, the Netherlands, 
South Africa, Switzerland, the United Kingdom (England), and the United States 
(with case studies of Florida, Maryland and Washington State). Shorter exercises 
leading to a country commentary were undertaken in Belgium (Flanders), 
Canada, Iceland, Romania, Spain, Sweden and in Northern Ireland and Scotland 
in the United Kingdom. Background reports describing post-secondary systems 
were prepared for these countries and, in addition, for France and Hungary. These 
country studies, alongside a wide range of other evidence, will also provide the 
foundation for a synthesis report.  

Source: OECD (2010a), Learning for Jobs, OECD Reviews of Vocational Education and 
Training, OECD Publishing, Paris, http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264087460-en. See also: 
www.oecd.org/education/vet 

To undertake this review, an OECD team visited South Africa on 27 
January – 6 February 2014 where they discussed the issues arising with a 
very wide range of stakeholders in different parts of the country.  

This first chapter places the review of South Africa in the context of the 
OECD policy study, describes the main features of VET system in South 
Africa, compares it with other systems internationally, and examines its 
strengths and challenges.  

The following chapters advance policy recommendations. Each chapter 
is set out as: 

• The challenge – the problem that gives rise to the recommendation. 

• The recommendation – the text of the recommendation. 

• The supporting arguments – the evidence that supports the 
recommendation. 
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The role of vocational education and training  

How vocational programmes are relevant to emerging economies 

Strong vocational programmes can smooth the transition from school 
to work 

 VET provides skills for entry into the labour force and to support a 
successful professional career (OECD, 2010a; Eichhorst et al., 2012). At 
upper secondary level high-quality vocational education pathways can help 
engage young people who have become disillusioned with academic 
education, improve graduation rates and ensure smooth transitions from 
school to work (CEDEFOP, 2012). It is also crucial in equipping the labour 
force with a range of mid-level trade, technical, professional and 
management skills alongside the high-level skills associated with university 
education (OECD, 2014a). 

Box 1.2. Brazil’s National Vocational Education and Employment 
Programme 

To expand vocational education, Brazil set up the PRONATEC programme 
(Programa Nacional de Acesso ao Ensino Técnico e Emprego – National 
Vocational Education and Employment Programme) in 2011, which is well-
recognised by, and receives support from, all major stakeholders in the country. 
Key elements of the programme are:  

• Expansion of the federal network of technical schools, with the objective 
of 562 units operational by 2014, raising capacity to 600 000 places.  

• Strengthen the state network of vocational education (through the 
programme Brasil Professionalizado). Federal funds are made available to 
states and municipalities to strengthen the infrastructure, management and 
teacher training of upper secondary schools that provide integrated 
vocational education.  

• Investment in distance learning courses. In 2012, 134 000 enrolments.  

• Increase the provision of free training places for young people from poor 
backgrounds. In 2011, around 625 000 courses were provided free of 
charge, 580 000 of which were professional qualification courses (initial 
and continuous training), and nearly 45 000 upper secondary courses 
(leading to the qualification of técnico). 

• Loans for vocational tertiary courses taken in private institutions. 

• The provision of bursaries (Bolsa Formação).  
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Box 1.2. Brazil’s National Vocational Education and Employment 
Programme (continued) 

The emphasis on free provision and/or the provision of loans reflects the fact 
that financial constraints often causes dropout, particularly among those from 
disadvantaged backgrounds.   

Source: OECD (2014b), Investing in Youth: Brazil, OECD Publishing, Paris, 
.http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264208988-en 

In emerging economies there is renewed interest in VET 
South Africa's status as an emerging economy reinforces the arguments 

for a strong VET system. Progress in expanding basic education in low-
income countries has rapidly increased the number of young people 
completing basic education and seeking opportunities for further education 
and training, including VET (Tan and Nam, 2012). VET has been perceived 
as one driver in the industrialisation of successful East Asian countries 
(Fredriksen and Tan, 2008). Brazil has launched a very ambitious 
programme to expand and strengthen its vocational education and training 
system (See Box 1.2). VET programmes in African countries1 may yield 
good returns, despite accounting for less than 5% of education and training 
among young people (AfDB, OECD, UNDP, UNECA, 2012). Given that 
poor skills and hence low productivity are one cause of low levels of 
development, investment in vocational education can potentially promote a 
bottom-up labour market transformation (Eichhorst et al., 2012).  

Key features of the South African vocational system 

Basic schooling 

A basic school system includes 12 grades leading to the matriculation 
exam.  

Starting at grade 8, young people are tracked either into general 
academic schools or technical schools. The technical schools are not seen 
well by students and parents, and effectively it is a track to which the 
weakest students are directed. Two years later at grade 10 there is another 
fork in the road as students from either general academic (or technical 
schools) can be diverted into TVET colleges, which provide a vocational 
curriculum at upper secondary level (see Figure 1.2) 
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Figure 1.2 Pathways and transitions in South African vocational education and training 

 

Source: Gewer, A. (2014) “Opportunities and Challenges of Further Education and Training in South 
Africa”, PowerPoint Presentation presented to the OECD team, JET Education, February 2014.  

Qualifications, programmes and funding steams 
Six different initial vocational programme/qualifications can be 

identified (in addition to the senior certificate, the standard general academic 
qualification).  

Mainly in TVET colleges 

• NC(V) programmes include language, computer and life skills, 
mathematics and a number of technical subjects grouped into 19 
occupationally oriented tracks (engineering, business studies, 
agriculture, commerce, etc.). Full-time students after one year gain 
the NC(V) 2 and after three years to the final qualification of NC(V) 
4. In theory students can exit with an NC(V) 2 or 3 with some 
labour market value (although data on labour market outcomes are 
not available to confirm this).  
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• N or ‘Nated’ programmes include a sequence of ‘part’ qualifications 
N1 to N6. In principle each level takes one semester (trimester in 
some cases), so that the whole programme can be completed in three 
years. But in addition to obtaining these part qualifications, a 
student must demonstrate 2000 hours of work experience to obtain 
the Nated diploma which grants a license to practice in artisan jobs. 
At one stage it looked as if these programmes were being phased out 
but this is no longer the case. 

• (Both NC(V) and N programmes are assessed through final 
examinations and assessments, along academic lines, with levels of 
performance and distinctions awarded). 

In schools under the Department of Basic Education 

• Technical schools, providing vocational-type programmes from 
grade 8 in four engineering fields. These programmes lead to a 
national senior certificate (matriculation) with a vocational element.  

Mainly funded through the Skills Levy through SETAs (Skills 
Education Training Authorities) 

• Learnerships involve periods of on-the-job learning, alongside some 
off-the-job learning in a training provider, and lead to a 
qualification. It takes the shape of a contractual arrangement 
between an employer, a learner and a SETA.  

• Apprenticeships differ from learnerships in that they are mainly 
directed to existing employees but they also involve periods of on-
the-job and off-the-job learning.  

• Occupational qualifications involve assessments of different ‘unit 
standards’ of competences. Some of the 2000 qualifications can be 
highly specific and indeed firm-specific – they are also funded by 
SETAs. They involve an assessment by a registered assessor of 
specific skills, lending themselves to the recognition of prior 
learning. 

At post-secondary level there are higher certificates and diplomas.  
Higher certificates are typically one year programmes. In South Africa, 

as in so many other countries, a process of academic drift has tended to 
deplete short cycle post-secondary programmes. The former ‘Technikons’ 
provided a wide range of one year full-time vocational ‘higher certificates’. 
But in 2004 they were redesignated as ‘universities of technology’. The 
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outcome was that these institutions tended to drop their higher certificates in 
favour of a new-found interest in higher level qualifications and research. 
Diploma programmes - three years with a final year in industry – are 
running into problems because of difficulties in obtaining the final year as a 
work placement. 

Table 1.1 More than one million students enrolled in vocational programmes 

Numbers of people registered, by programme type, in 2012 

Programmes Number of students 
Higher certificates and diplomas in HE 281280 
 
Public TVET colleges 657690 
NC(V) 140575 
N1-N3 125096 
N4-N6 234528 
Occupational qualifications 62359 
Other 95132 

  
Private TVET colleges 115586 
NC(V) 4181 
N1-N3 3790 
N4-N6 12337 
Occupational qualifications 47156 
Other 48122 
  
Students enrolled in technical schools  44814 
 
SETA-supported learning programmes 131599 
Learnerships 50885 
Internships  6127 
Skills development programmes 74587 

Source: DHET (2014), “Statistics on Post-School Education and Training in South Africa: 2012”, 
Department of Higher Education and Training, Republic of South Africa. 
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There are six main funding streams 
Government (and collective) funding and associated programmes for the 

South African vocational system involves six main elements:  

• the student support system also provides bursaries to students in the 
college sector as it does in higher education. Bursaries to TVET 
college students increased from ZAR 100m in 2007 to ZAR 1.7 
billion in 2012. These bursaries cover the fees and help with some 
other costs; 

• direct funding for TVET colleges (approaching ZAR 5 billion 
annually – see table 4.3); 

• collective funding of vocational programmes, via employers, 
through the levy grant system (a total of ZAR 10.2 billion disbursed 
annually – see Chapter 4 and table 4.2 below); 

• funding of students in technical high schools; 

• a tax break is available to companies that provide learnerships, with 
a larger break available for learnerships to persons previously 
unemployed; 

• support for post-secondary programmes such as certificates and 
diplomas through higher education funding. 

The TVET colleges 

A mix of public and private colleges serves South Africa 
The Department of Higher Education and Training is responsible for the 

Technical Vocational Education and Training (TVET) colleges (formerly 
the Further Education and Training Colleges). A sequence of mergers has 
created 50 colleges enrolling around 400 000 (full and part-time) students. 
Over half (220 000) of the students are in ‘Nated’ programmes, 125 000 in 
NC(V) programmes and around 21 000 in occupational qualifications (see 
Table 1.1). But the bulk of full-time students, and therefore the bulk of the 
college activity, lies in NC(V) programmes. Looked at in terms of full time 
equivalence, the college sector had just over 180 000 students in 2011, of 
which nearly 120 000, or two thirds, were in NC(V) programmes. By this 
measure, the college sector is roughly the same size as the higher education 
sector, which had just under 200 000 FTE students enrolled in 2011. 

In addition, 521 registered private providers enrol 150 000 students. No 
public funding goes directly to these colleges, or to their students through 
the student support system. The private providers tend to work much more 
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closely with the labour market than the colleges, mainly concentrating on 
occupational qualifications – typically supported through SETA funding.  

The issues: strengths and challenges of the South African system 

Strengths of the South African system 

In the face of major challenges, South Africa displays an open and 
committed approach 

When visiting South Africa and exploring the issues, the OECD team 
were struck by the scale of the challenges faced, clearly greater than in most 
OECD countries. At the same time they were impressed by the energy and 
commitment which South Africans were bringing to their different roles in 
the vocational system, whether as teachers, college and institution leaders, 
policy makers, employers, trade unionists, parents and students. They were 
also impressed by their openness to debate and alternative points of view. 
These tangible strengths, that many countries can envy, will serve South 
Africa well.  

The creation of DHET in 2009 represents a major step forward in 
integrating vocational education and training policy 

In many countries the governance of vocational education and training 
involves a complex fabric of agencies, reflecting a division of 
responsibilities between different ministries, the relative autonomy of 
institutions and the separate roles of private training providers, employers 
and trade unions. Such decentralised governance has advantages in terms of 
diversity and innovation, but it may confuse students and employers, involve 
some duplication of tasks such as curriculum design, and complicate 
transitions. 

 In South Africa, prior to 2009, responsibility for education and training 
was divided between the Departments of Education and of Labour and 
sometimes weakly coordinated. In 2009 the DHET was established, and 
given responsibility for one of the twelve objectives of the South African 
government, namely ‘to develop the human resources of the workforce in an 
inclusive way’. The Department brought together responsibility for the 
university and college sector, adult learning centres, the private institutions, 
the Sector Education and Training Authorities (SETAs) the National Skills 
Fund (NSF) and the regulatory bodies responsible for qualifications and 
quality assurance. Together, these form an integrated “post-school” system. 
This integration of responsibilities in DHET is a clear strength. 
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South Africa’s well established qualifications framework provides a 
helpful structure 

Many countries are currently implementing qualification frameworks, or 
have done so recently. Such frameworks can make VET systems more 
transparent, so that the value of different qualifications can be more clearly 
recognised by students, employers and other stakeholders. Strong 
frameworks should, in principle, facilitate lifelong learning, and improve 
access to higher level education. Implementing a qualifications framework 
might therefore be best seen as part of a wider approach to quality and 
coherence in VET provision. 

South Africa is a pioneer in this field, as the South Africa National 
Qualifications Framework was implemented in 1995. The ten levels of the 
Framework should make it easier to understand which programmes lead to 
the same level, and how different programmes relate to each other. 
International experience shows that if frameworks are underpinned by a 
strong methodology for allocating qualifications to levels, supported by key 
stakeholders, and backed by complementary measures to unify the TVET 
system and improve transitions, they can facilitate lifelong learning, and 
improve access to higher level education (Allais, 2009).  

There has been a valuable consolidation of the TVET college sector 
In pursuit of both higher quality and greater efficiency, many countries 

have sought to merge training institutions. While there is sometimes 
resistance from local communities or individual professions to the loss of 
“their” training institutions, experience has shown that mergers can be 
managed successfully, particularly when they do not involve closure of 
campuses. Often countries report benefits from these consolidations in terms 
of synergies and economies of scale. Examples (see OECD, 2014a) include 
in Northern Ireland, 16 colleges merged to establish six regional further 
education colleges each serving a regional community; in Egypt, 45 middle 
technical institutes regrouped as eight technical colleges that, together, 
provide most professional training in Egypt; in Denmark mergers of smaller 
institutions yielded seven university colleges primarily serving public sector 
professions, such as nursing and teaching, through professional bachelor 
qualifications, and nine academies of professional higher education offering 
short-cycle programmes in technical and mercantile fields  

In South Africa, much valuable work has gone into the mergers of many 
different precursor institutions, to establish 50 TVET colleges, granting 
economies of scale and giving a clearer identity and visibility to the sector. 
This process is also a key foundation for the development of professional 
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leadership by focusing attention on a limited number of college leaders to 
drive reform. 

In response to the challenge of young people outside the labour 
market, there are bold plans to expand the college system 

In the face of major challenges in the youth labour market, there are 
ambitious plans to expand the TVET college system to 2.5 million 
enrolments by 2030. Over the same time period universities are expected to 
grow but at a slower pace. These plans are linked to key objectives, 
including improvements in management and the quality of teaching, 
strengthened responsiveness to labour market needs, and better student 
support services, as set out in the White Paper (see Box 1.3). In addition the 
adult education centres will be reorganised as ‘community colleges’. The 
scale of ambition rightly measures up to that of the challenge. 

A ‘turnaround strategy’ addresses quality in the college sector 
There is clearly a serious problem of weak management in some of the 

50 colleges. In response DHET has first, taken over direct control of the 
colleges from provinces, and second, they have placed a number of colleges 
under administration – where an administrator, directly appointed by the 
Minister has replaced the existing principal at least temporarily. Currently 
there are about 9 colleges under administration. A 'turnaround' strategy has 
been developed to tackle the main challenges. Strong points include 
measures to improve throughput rates, enhance lecturer qualifications and 
industry-linked experience, and improve financial management systems. So 
significant quality challenges have been met with strong action.  
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Box 1.3. The White Paper  

In November 2013, the Department of Higher Education and Training of 
South Africa released the White Paper for Post-School Education and Training 
whose aim is “to outline a framework that defines the Department’s focus and 
priorities, and that enables it to shape its strategies and plans for the future”. The 
White Paper sets out strategies to improve the capacity of the post-school 
education and training system and outlines policy directions to guide the DHET 
and the institutions for which it is responsible in this endeavour. Its main policy 
objectives are: 

• A post-school system that can assist in building a fair, equitable, non-
racial, non-sexist and democratic South Africa. 

• A single, coordinated post-school education and training system. 

• Expanded access, improved quality and increased diversity of 
provision. 

• A stronger and more cooperative relationship between education and 
training institutions and the workplace. 

• A post-school education and training system that is responsive to the 
needs of individual citizens in both public and private sectors, as well 
as broader societal and developmental objectives. 

Source: Department of Higher Education and Training-Republic of South Africa (DHET) 
(2013), “White Paper for Post-School Education and Training”, Pretoria. 

South Africa has a strong capacity for analysis 
Effective policy development depends on the capacity for policy 

analysis backed by good data and research. In South Africa this analytic 
capacity exists in the Department and in well-respected universities and 
research institutes that work closely with DHET. While data weaknesses 
remain, South Africa is in a good position to take advantage of 
improvements in data which are recommended below and which may 
certainly be anticipated.  

Previous OECD analysis and recommendations on South Africa 
The 2008 Review of South Africa’s National Policies for Education 

(OECD, 2008) argued that a mismatch between available training and the 
needs of the economy has led to a serious skills shortage. The review 
recommended partnerships between education and the world of work by 
involving companies in college councils and curricular design and by 
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making on-the-job training obligatory to better align training provision with 
labour market needs. A monitoring process was proposed to assess the 
labour market impact of vocational offers and ensure adjustment in case of 
mismatch. The review notes that training managed through SETAs and the 
National Skills Fund (NSF) involve complex procedures and fragmented 
responsibilities which should be simplified to make the offer more 
transparent. It also suggests that TVET colleges should do more to address 
the needs of adults through suitable programmes and modes of study.  

The South Africa chapter of Tackling Inequalities in Brazil, China, 
India and South Africa: The Role of Labour Market and Social Policies 
(OECD, 2010b) argues that creating jobs and reducing unemployment 
remain key economic and social challenges. While education policy and 
public investment have improved access to education, quality remains 
highly variable. The chapter argues that the skills deficit revolves around the 
graduates’ lack of work experience and a need for senior level professionals 
and managers. It recommends internships, mentoring and career building 
programmes within industry to tackle the lack of work experience.  

The 2010 Economic Survey (OECD, 2010c) looks at learnership 
programmes, which are intended to improve the employment prospects of 
new labour market entrants through formal training linked to work 
experience. It argues that the programme has design flaws, especially 
excessive administrative costs. It argues for strengthened VET through the 
creation of a dual VET system where students alternate between school-
based training and apprenticeships. While vocational apprenticeships 
already exist in South Africa, they were in decline since firms have financial 
incentives to convert apprenticeships into learnerships programmes for new 
labour market entrants. Against this background, the survey recommends a 
combination of education and work early on through an improved 
apprenticeship system. 

The 2012 Higher Education in Regional and City Development on the 
Free State province found that, as in the rest of the country, higher education 
and training has primarily become a “university” sector without a significant 
intermediate college sector, limiting further education opportunities for 
youth; there is also a lack of systematic data about excluded youth; and a 
TVET college sector that remains underdeveloped, facing low enrolments 
and high dropout rates.  

The 2013 Economic Survey on South Africa (OECD, 2012) finds that 
South Africa, despite economic growth, still faces extremely high rates of 
unemployment, poor educational outcomes and high income inequality. 
Skill mismatches are one aspect of the persistently high unemployment 
rates. Returns on a high-school certificate are mediocre, both in terms of 
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employment and earnings premium, while the shortage of skilled workers is 
reflected in a high premium for university graduates. The survey 
recommends better quality in basic and vocational education, tax credits to 
foster on-the-job training, a widening of the scope for apprenticeship 
programmes organised by public-private partnerships, and simplified 
administrative procedures for hiring trainees from TVET colleges. 

The challenges: the OECD assessment 
The majority of the challenges faced by South Africa in developing its 

vocational system are shared by many other countries, and the required 
reforms therefore resonate with the approaches pursued elsewhere, and may 
therefore draw on their experience both of success and of failure (see 
OECD, 2010a, 2014a). Three major themes have guided the development of 
the analysis – the need for vocational systems, in South Africa, as in other 
countries, to show qualities of coherence of the system, partnership with 
labour market actors, and quality in the programmes: 

• On coherence, many vocational systems globally suffer from 
fragmentation, reflecting a multiplicity of stakeholders, including 
different government departments, employers and unions, 
competing programmes, qualifications and training providers. The 
end result of such fragmentation tends to cause disengagement by 
students and employers in the face of confusion. A perennial theme 
of the OECD's country reviews has therefore been the need to 
simplify systems and coordinate them better, without losing the 
dynamism and innovation yielded by decentralised systems. In the 
case of South Africa we argue in Chapter 2 for a simplification of 
the main programmes, and in Chapter 3 for a more effective 
measures of coordination. 

• Globally, nearly all vocational systems suffer, to varying degrees, 
from inadequate partnership with labour market actors – employers 
and unions. This leaves vocational systems less equipped to respond 
to the requirements of employers and less able to transition young 
people into good jobs by equipping them with relevant skills. Again, 
building these partnerships has been a constant emphasis of the 
OECD's reviews of VET. For South Africa, Chapter 3 of this report 
describes a number of tools that may be employed in South Africa 
to enhance the partnership. 

• All vocational systems struggle with quality issues. Programme 
quality is often invisible, given the privacy of the classroom or 
workshop, the difficulty and subjectivity of assessments of practical 
skills, and in many cases weak data on what happens to graduates. 
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Chapter 5 of this review encourages attention to the preparation of 
college teachers and leaders, while Chapter 6 emphasizes the 
measures necessary to tackle dropout. One simple but very telling 
way of testing quality is through destination surveys, in which 
recent college leavers are asked not only about their employment 
status, but also their views on the teaching they experienced while at 
college (see Chapter 3 and Box 3.5).   
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Note

 
1 An analysis of labour force surveys and household surveys reported higher 

marginal returns for vocational training than general secondary education 
in five out of eight African countries. Kuépié, Nordman and Roubaud 
(2009) show that returns to vocational education are higher than those to 
general secondary education in urban West Africa. 
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Chapter 2 
 

Simplifying vocational pathways 

Currently the vocational system involves a fragmented range of tracks and 
programmes at upper secondary level, and limited 'second chance' provision 
for adults. This is unappealing for students and makes little impact on the 
large NEET population. This chapter argues that existing programmes 
should be merged under two main headings – a school-based track leading 
to the matriculation and a work-based track. At the same time adult 
education needs to be revamped to offer second chances that may 
reintegrate young people into the labour market. Post-secondary vocational 
options also need to be strengthened. 
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The challenge: The architecture of the system 

The current architecture of the South African vocational system poses a 
number of challenges, including a confusing mix of overlapping and 
competing programmes and qualifications, inadequately developed 
programmes for adults, and limited post-secondary vocational qualifications.  

Overlapping and competing programmes and qualifications  

There are several vocational routes at upper secondary level 
As described in more detail in Chapter 1, these include:  

1. NC(V) programmes.  

2. N or ‘Nated’ programmes.  

3. Technical schools, providing vocational-type programmes from 
grade 8, leading to a national senior certificate with a vocational 
element.  

4. Learnerships and apprenticeships.  

5. Occupational qualifications involving assessments of different ‘unit 
standards’ of competences.  

NC(V) is unclear in its target client group 
While the less successful students in academic high schools are 

encouraged to enrol in NC(V) programmes, they are quite demanding 
academically (SAQA, 2013). Since their introduction in 2007, colleges have 
therefore allowed, and even to encourage, learners who had finished 
schooling levels up to the National Senior Certificate (NSC) to enter these 
programmes (see Table 2.1). This has made life difficult both for lecturers, 
(who must deal with more heterogeneous student groups), and for students 
(as they often have to repeat material covered in school). Indeed, students 
with a National Senior Certificate wishing to transfer to a NC(V) 
programme in a college are expected to start at NC(V)2 and receive no 
credit for their school education. So instead of acting as an alternative to the 
NSC, many students are using the NC(V) as a ‘marking time’ exercise while 
they wait to get into university or the workplace, which is a very inefficient 
use of college resources (Taylor, 2011). 
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Table 2.1 Highest school qualification of NC(V) students 

Percentages (sample survey, 2010) 

Grade level % of students 

Under grade 9 0.5 

Grade 9 7 

Grade 10 14 

Grade 11 24 

Grade 12 53 

Missing 1 

Source: Gewer, A. (2014) “Opportunities and Challenges of Further Education and 
Training in South Africa”, PowerPoint Presentation presented to the OECD team, JET 
Education, February 2014.  

There are overlaps between NC(V) and N qualifications 
The NC(V) was also conceived as a replacement for the N programmes, 

where enrolment was curtailed between 2007 and 2010 (negating the 
traditional path to becoming an artisan). The NC(V) is supposed to provide 
opportunities for workplace experience but this aspect has been unsuccessful 
(Wedekind, 2013). The phase-out of the N programmes was halted in 2010 
(DHET, 2014) because of the decline in the supply of artisans linked to the 
N programmes and the fact that the NC(V) is not designed to provide theory 
to apprentice artisans (Taylor, 2011). Colleges have difficulties in managing 
these different qualifications simultaneously, resulting in high costs, and 
quality concerns (Allais et al, 2007; Allais, 2012). There are also multiple 
artisan routes - a commonly repeated example are the three or more different 
qualification routes to becoming an electrician. DHET has now launched an 
initiative to address this problem – with the aim being to converge the 
curricula for the three routes.  

There are overlaps between NC(V) and technical high school 
programmes 

Parts of the NC(V) and N 1-3 programmes offered in colleges are 
similar to elements of the last three years of academic upper secondary 
school, and the technical programmes offered in over 1000 technical high 
schools (national senior certificate with a vocational element). These 
technical programmes (offered in engineering technology subjects) have the 
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same purpose as the NC(V) engineering programmes, as they both provide a 
general vocational education aimed at Grade 10, 11 and 12 learners. The 
number of students in technical school programmes dropped sharply 
between 2007 and 2011, from 120,000 students to about 50,000 students and 
these programmes do not provide articulation with further opportunities, or 
transversal mobility with academic high school. The clustering of many 
fields of specialization in just three subjects may also have encouraged 
teachers to move out of the technical schools, reinforcing the dominance of 
the academic options (Department of Basic Education, 2012). Despite this 
the Department of Basic Education now has plans to dramatically expand 
the technical school system to cater for up to 70% of the cohort. 
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Table 2.2 The different sectors are under different governance bodies 

 

 NQF 
Level 

Qualification 
types 

  

Higher 
Education 

Qualifications 
framework 
under the 

CHE 

10 Doctoral  Occupational 
Qualifications 

Sub-
framework 
under the 

QCTO 

9 Masters  

8 Bachelor of 
Honours/Postgraduate 

Diploma/Bachelor's 
Degree 

Occupational 
Certificate 

level 8 

7 Bachelor's degree/ 
Advanced Diploma 

Occupational 
Certificate 

level 7 

6 Diploma/ Advanced 
Certificate 

Occupational 
Certificate 

level 6 

5 Higher Certificate Occupational 
Certificate 

level 5 

General and 
Further 

Education 
Sub-

framework 
under 

Umalusi 

4 NC(V) Level National 
Certificate / 

Grade 12 

Occupational 
Certificate 

level 4 

3 NC(V) Level Intermediate 
Certificate / 

Grade 11 

Occupational 
Certificate 

level 3 

2 NC(V) Level Elementary 
Certificate / 

Grade 10 

Occupational 
Certificate 

level 2 

1 NC(V) Level General 
Certificate / 

Grade 9 

Occupational 
Certificate 

level 1 

Source: SAQA (2014), “SAQA’s role in the vocational system”, PowerPoint Presentation by 
Joe Samuels presented to the OECD team, February 2014.  
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These overlaps do not help to make vocational programmes attractive 
These overlaps and duplications reflect the way in which these different 

qualifications were designed, under the umbrellas of different departments 
and agencies (see Table 2.2). Over the past decade, despite ambitious targets 
for college enrolment, the total number of students has remained flat, or 
even declined, given a reduction in enrolments for N programmes, and 
limited compensating growth in NC(V) enrolments (see Figure 2.1). Many 
have argued that this complex history and fragmentation of competing 
qualifications has rendered the whole vocational sector confusing and 
therefore unpopular (ETDP SETA, 2012) It also makes it less likely that 
employers will engage with the vocational system because it offers multiple 
targets. The uncertain long term status of N programmes may also 
discourage students from entry.  

Figure 2.1 Evolution of student enrolment numbers in NC(V) and N programmes 

 

Source: Gewer, A. (2014) “Opportunities and Challenges of Further Education and 
Training in South Africa”, PowerPoint Presentation presented to the OECD team, JET 
Education, February 2014.  
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Inadequately developed programmes for adults and at post-
secondary level 

In some countries dropout is balanced by "second chances" 
In some countries second chance arrangements allow adults (particularly 

young adults) to re-enter education and find a qualification and pathway to a 
career. For example in the United States the open access community college 
system provides opportunities for many young adults, even when they have 
dropped out of high school, to re-enter education (Kuczera and Field, 2013). 
But in South Africa there are few such opportunities (SAQA, 2013). Of the 
3.4 million young NEETs, around half a million had only achieved a 
primary school education or less, and nearly 1.5 million had less than a 
Grade 10 education (DHET, 2013). In addition, the NC(V) includes no 
option for part-time learning, so it is often not suitable for those with work 
or family responsibilities to return to education.  

Adult education in South Africa is extensive but has significant 
limitations 

Since 1994, adult education has mainly taken the form of campaigns to 
eradicate adult illiteracy, especially through the Department of Basic 
Education’s KhaRiGude initiative and through basic education in Adult 
Education Centres. Adult education has often also been delivered through 
community-based organisations, trade unions, and social movements. In 
2011, there were 3 200 adult learning centres across the country, serving 
about 265 000 learners. While some have their own premises, most operate 
from the premises of other institutions such as schools or community centres 
(DHET, 2013). In terms of provision, such centres mainly offer Adult Basic 
Education and Training (ABET) qualifications, including the General 
Education and Training Certificate (GETC), and Senior Certificate 
programmes (DHET, 2013); (see Table 2.3). Despite these efforts, the 
educational opportunities for adults and young people have been 
insufficient, and their quality poor1 (Taylor, 2011). The annual attrition rate 
in ABET remains at 50% and the throughput rate (those achieving a full 
General Education and Training Certificate (GETC)) is extremely low. Most 
learners collect only a few unit certificates so there is almost no progression 
to further learning (DHET, forthcoming). As these programmes are not 
vocational, their capacity to improve people’s life chances through a job, or 
a better job, is limited. This is a challenge underlined in the White Paper 
(DHET, 2013).  
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Table 2.3 Number of learners in Adult Education centres  

 AET 
Level  1 

AET 
Level 2 

AET 
Level 3 

AET 
Level 4 
(NQF  1) 

Grade 
10 
(NQF 2) 

Grade 
11 
(NQF 3) 

Grade 
12 
(NQF  
4) 

Other 
/Skills 
develop
ment 

Private 
AET 

1132 1240 1314 2284 53 8 1982 410 

Public 
AET 

21488 28176 31101 120451 241 213 70929 6653 

Total 22620 29416 32415 122735 294 221 72911 7063 

Source: DHET (2014a), “Statistics on Post-School Education and Training in South 
Africa: 2012”, Department of Higher Education and Training, Republic of South Africa. 

Post-secondary vocational programmes are too limited 
In South African universities, students can pursue higher certificates, 

some of which are vocational. The NQF level 5 higher certificate is a 120 
credit learning programme which in HEQF terms is primarily an industry or 
vocationally-oriented qualification that usually includes a period of work-
integrated learning. These programmes are numerically small, and they 
seem to remain largely academic in focus. The OECD review of higher 
education in the Free State province (OECD, 2012) lamented the lack of an 
intermediate 'college' sector and how that limits further education 
opportunities.  

In principle N4/5 and N6 are all equivalent to Level 5 on the National 
Qualifications Framework, meaning that they are post-secondary. In 2012, 
234 528 students studied at that level in public colleges (DHET, 2014a). But 
their status as post-secondary or higher education programmes has always 
been unclear and universities differ greatly in their level of recognition of 
learning credits in these programmes (Stumpf, Papier, McBride and 
Needham, 2012). 
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Recommendation: Simplify the system 

Building on the proposals set out in the White Paper:  

• Upper secondary vocational programmes should be merged into two 
main tracks - a school-based track and a work-based track.  

• To meet the needs of adult learners, develop second chance 
vocational programmes and ensure flexible forms of provision. 

• At post-matriculation level the development of diplomas and 
certificates should be promoted.Improve pathways from initial 
vocational to academic programmes. 

Supporting arguments: Simplicity strengthens the system 

In support of these recommendations it is here argued first, that 
simplification of the offer would make vocational programmes more 
comprehensible and therefore more attractive; this would build on the 
experience of strong vocational systems internationally; second, that adult 
education needs to be developed so as to provide attractive routes to re-
engage young adults that are NEET; third, that post-secondary vocational 
programmes need to be enhanced, particularly with an eye on those that 
have passed matriculation but have not entered universities; fourth, that 
better pathways to academic education would assist the attractiveness of 
vocational programmes.  

A two track vocational system to build on the experience of the 
strongest vocational systems 

The strongest VET systems are characterised by simplicity 
All countries have different needs, so there is no single best practice 

design for a country VET system. But many of the strongest systems – for 
example in Switzerland, Austria and Germany – are characterized by some 
relatively simple clear choices in terms of the vocational tracks at upper 
secondary level. For example in Austria the main choice is between (a) 
academic schooling directed towards university entrance (b) vocational 
colleges which serve a range of service and business requirements, but may 
also provide a route to university, and (c) the apprenticeship route which is 
more directed at trade, craft and technical jobs (Musset et al., 2013). These 
relatively simple choices, linked to the kind of job to which a young person 
aspires, help to enhance the status of the vocational route.  
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The two tracks proposed would converge the best in current 
qualifications 

In place of the current competing upper secondary vocational 
programmes in technical high schools and colleges, and indeed competing 
proposals for mass expansion of these two different systems, we propose a 
single school-based track. This track would draw on the strongest 
characteristics of the technical school and NC(V) models, with a common 
curriculum to be pursued by both technical high schools and colleges. This 
will involve a gradual convergence of the currently different programmes 
and curricula. This arrangement would be supported by much stronger 
collaboration between the two responsible Departments (the Department for 
Basic Education, and the DHET). As recommended in Chapter 3, a 
stakeholder advisory group would help to co-ordinate this development. 
Detailed work would be necessary to converge the curricula and to 
determine when the common programmes would start (grade 8 or grade 10 
or a compromise). 

Strengthened collaboration between the stakeholder Departments is 
necessary 

The Department of Basic Education, in a policy statement paper (2012), 
argued that vocational options are not developed enough at the upper 
secondary level, compared to the academic pathways. The policy paper also 
highlighted the needs for learners to be more familiar with the work place. 
The paper recommended heightened collaboration between the Department 
of Basic Education and the DHET, and the mapping of college programmes 
against those of the technical high schools, to form the basis for the 
collaboration between the two sectors (Department of Basic Education, 
2012). The school-based route would include a mandatory element of work-
based learning – on the principle that all vocational programmes should do 
so – but this would be a much smaller element of the programme than in the 
case of the work-based track.  

The work-based track would build on the existing artisanship route 
The work-based track would involve a substantial element of work-

based learning, systematically involve employers and by pursued in 
partnership with the colleges; a task where SETAs could help. It would 
include the N programmes. The development of this track would seek to 
build on the Integrated Projects initiatives, which is seeking to converge the 
different artisanship routes into a common programme.  
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Clearer vocational tracks would increase attractiveness 
These two clearly defined vocational tracks at the upper secondary level 

would strengthen employer engagement and, linked to measures to improve 
quality and increase completion rates, (discussed in later chapters of this 
report) would help to meet the economy’s need for mid-level skills. The aim 
would be to provide a clear and simple vocational preparation (sometimes 
school-based, sometimes work-based) leading to each job or career. So 
while there might be options over modes of study (e.g. college or school, 
full or part-time) the qualification obtained would be the same.  

NC(V) examination requirements could be simplified 
Currently NC(V)2 and NC(V)3 programmes are linked to national 

examinations. This is an expensive and demanding requirement, and it is not 
clear that it serves a purpose, since the labour market value of these 
intermediate qualifications on the route to NC(V)4 is very unclear. Clearly 
vocational qualifications need a credible nationally consistent assessment on 
completion, but the onerous requirement for national examinations at 
intermediate stages could reasonably be replaced by local assessments.  

Developing adult education  

More attention to the learning needs of adults is needed 
If the South African VET system is to seriously address the challenge of 

the 3.4 million young people not in education, employment or training, it 
has to offer meaningful routes to careers for young adults who have left 
school with poor skills and few qualifications. Adults may be formally in the 
NEET population but in practice they may work in the informal economy 
and/or have family responsibilities. Re-engaging them in education may 
require part-time, modular or distance learning options that would be 
consistent with other calls on their time. In South Africa, distance learning is 
well developed in higher education institutions, in which 40% of the 
students were enrolled in distance mode2 (DHET, 2014a), but similar 
options are rare in colleges. For example, although NC(V) programmes 
could in principle be delivered part-time, that option is rare in practice. A 
previous review (OECD, 2008) therefore argued that TVET colleges should 
do more to address the needs of adults through suitable programmes and 
modes of study.  
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Making vocational education adult-friendly is not easy 
Institutions dominated by daytime weekday classes for full-time 

students may find change difficult not least because it may require teachers 
to work less social hours in the evenings and at weekends. Breaking down 
programmes into discrete modules to allow for course exemptions and 
different paces of study can also be challenging (OECD, 2014). Umalusi has 
recommended a move away from the limitations of adult basic education to 
a continuum, offering adult learners the prospect of promotion from basic 
literacy through to a level 4 qualification, or moving horizontally into 
vocational programmes (Umalusi, 2009b), an arrangement supported by 
others (Cloete, 2009). The White Paper argues similarly. Reform may be 
facilitated by a shift in responsibility for adult learning centres from 
provincial education departments to the DHET (No. 1 of 2013, DHET, 
2013). 

Vocational programmes might be delivered by diverse institutions  
To meet adult needs, TVET colleges could offer more courses part-time 

and in modular format. Community colleges could also offer vocational 
programmes, in addition to more traditional literacy and numeracy remedial 
programmes. This would echo the approach taken in other countries, in 
which separate adult learning institutions offer the same qualifications as 
those delivered to young people. In Denmark for example, a separate 
parallel adult education system allows access to post-secondary 
qualifications at levels corresponding to those of the ordinary education 
system. More than 40% of adults participate in formal and/or non-formal 
education in any given year (Field et al, 2012). In Belgium (Flanders), 
centres for adult education provide second-chance education and basic skills 
programmes, and vocational programmes at upper secondary and post-
secondary level (Musset, 2014).  

Recognition of prior learning (RPL) should be more widely available  
RPL, the process of certifying pre-existing skills and knowledge, can 

reduce the direct and opportunity costs of formal learning through course 
exemptions and could play a particularly important role given South Africa's 
large informal economy, in which people may gain all kinds of relevant 
skills without any formal record. RPL can encourage adults in the informal 
economy to re-enter education by validating the competences they have 
already acquired through work (See Box 2.1 for country examples). 
Occupational qualifications, with a trade test of competences, may lend 
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themselves to RPL. But other countries have also noted some real obstacles 
to RPL. Professional educators can be, understandably if not defensibly, 
reluctant to accept that the competences they teach can also be acquired in 
different learning contexts, and even informally. Assessment of informally 
acquired skills is technically demanding since such learning is usually 
undocumented. Employers may not always want to make the skills of their 
employees more visible to firms that might poach their best workers. 

Box 2.1 Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) in the United States and 
Iceland 

In the United States, RPL has historical roots in the experience of World War 
II veterans who were granted college credits in recognition of their military 
training. Half of all colleges and universities in the US are estimated to offer RPL 
in some form. A recent review of state policies highlighted the role played by 
state-level initiatives - in Tennessee the funding formula was altered so as to give 
colleges greater incentives to develop their use of RPL and therefore improve 
completion rates. 

In Iceland, recent legislation contains provisions on individual entitlement to 
RPL at upper secondary level. It is seen as a means of combating dropout. RPL is 
aimed at people with poor formal education, allowing those who wish to return to 
upper secondary school to shorten the length of the required programme. The 12 
lifelong learning centres around the country and the two centres for certified 
trades co-operate in pursuing RPL projects. On average a participant going 
through a validation process within the certified trades ends up with 28 units of 
credit recognised through RPL (the carpentry programme for example involves 
100 units in total). Over the period 2007-2009, 492 individuals had their 
competences recognised in this way, the majority within the certified trades. 

Sources:  
Kuczera, M. and S. Field (2013), A Skills beyond School Review of the United States, 
OECD Reviews of Vocational Education and Training, OECD Publishing, Paris,  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264202153-en 
 
Musset P. and R. Castañeda (2013), A Skills Beyond School Commentary of Iceland, OECD 
Reviews of Vocational Education and Training, www.oecd.org/edu/skills-beyond-
school/ASkillsBeyondSchoolCommentaryOnIceland.pdf. 

Institutions often have few incentives to recognise prior learning 
Incentives for institutions to use RPL may be weak or negative 

particularly if course exemptions trigger reduced fee income or public 
funding. Compensatory mechanisms can balance this effect. In Denmark the 
government provides institutions issuing RPL certificates (and therefore 
shortening the duration of the programme) with one-off funding. Despite 
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this, the majority of institutions do not see RPL as profitable (Danmarks 
Evalueringsinstitut, 2010).  

Encouraging the development of post-secondary vocational 
programmes 

There is latent demand for post-secondary provision 
About one third of young NEETs have already passed the NSC or 

equivalent, so there is a large pool of young people with relatively strong 
academic achievement, but colleges in their present form are not always 
attractive to them. Only 20 % of those with grade 12 continue to post-
secondary education (Sheppard and Sheppard, 2012). Currently quite a lot of 
students with the matriculation but with poor marks enter colleges as a kind 
of second best to university. This group would be better served by a short 
post-secondary vocational programme, like a higher certificate. Over the last 
3 years, there has been an expansion of N4-N6 enrolment in response to 
demand from students for post-secondary programmes.  

Across OECD and emerging economies demand is growing for 
higher level professional skills 

Many professional and technical jobs require no more than one or two 
years of career preparation beyond upper secondary level, and in some 
countries as much as one-quarter of the adult workforce have this type of 
qualification (OECD, 2014). Nearly two-thirds of overall employment 
growth in the European Union is forecast to be in the “technicians and 
associate professionals” category - the category most closely linked to this 
sector (CEDEFOP, 2012). In the United States, around 12% of the labour 
force has a post-secondary “certificate” as their highest qualification, and 
certificate graduation rates are burgeoning – tripling in recent years; a 
further 10% have associate degrees. In France, in 2010-2011 almost 360 000 
students were enrolled in two-year professional programmes (Brevet de 
technicien supérieur and Diplôme universitaire de technologie), 
representing one-third of the students entering post-secondary education 
(OECD, 2014). In Colombia, in 2010, enrolments in the technological and 
professional programmes represented one-third of all undergraduate 
enrolments (OECD/International Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development/The World Bank, 2013). In Tunisian universities, more than 
one in two students pursued licences appliquées (as opposed to the more 
academic licences fondamentales) (OECD, forthcoming). So across many 
countries, demand for short post-secondary programmes is increasing.  
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Better pathways to academic education 

Pathways of future progression are important 
One of the main features of the most successful vocational systems is 

the existence of higher level vocational qualifications to which graduates of 
initial vocational programmes can progress (OECD, 2014b). Entrants to 
vocational programmes need to have the promise of opportunities for further 
upskilling beyond their initial qualification, partly because that is what 
students increasingly want and expect, and partly because that is what the 
labour market will need and demand from graduates of initial vocational 
programmes (Dunkel and Le Mouillour, 2009)3. Upper secondary vocational 
programmes therefore need to be designed not only for labour market entry 
but also to prepare students for further education. More attractive vocational 
pathways should help minimise dropout.  

Better articulation and credit transfer also play a role 
As in so many countries, in South Africa the aspiration for higher 

education is so wide and deep that effective articulation into higher 
education is an important part of what can make college programmes 
attractive. It is therefore unfortunate that graduates of the college sector 
often find difficulty in receiving recognition for their qualifications in higher 
education. A number of initiatives, both local and national, have sought to 
address this. Once a student has completed N programmes level 6 (N6) they 
can progress to a diploma at a university, where they may or may not get 
recognition for the course credits already earned. At local level bridging 
programmes are sometimes available. But the OECD visiting team was told 
that there is limited recognition and articulation of NC(V) and N 
qualifications with higher education qualifications. The White Paper 
acknowledges that a coherent and coordinated system needs to have easy 
articulations between different parts of the system, and that there is a need to 
facilitate student movements both vertically and horizontally between 
different streams and levels (DHET, 2013). A Ministerial Committee has 
been established to review policy in this domain. At national level, SDAQA 
has developed a draft policy statement on credit accumulation and transfer, 
and, separately on articulation. 
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Notes 

 
1 Criticisms include that the majority of teachers in these programmes are part-

time contract workers without tenure. The sector does not have a core of 
permanent adult educators, and conditions are not uniform from province 
to province. This severely affects long-term planning, and leaves little 
room for career and learning path development for either learners or 
educators. Most learners in the sector study part-time, a relatively slow 
learning process which requires long-term management and planning. 
Umalusi quality assures the General Education and Training Certificate 
(GETC), which is at level 1 of the NQF, and notes with concern the 
absence of a core curriculum and the absence of a standardised approach 
to curriculum and assessment across provinces (Umalusi, 2009a). 

2 Graduation rate for all undergraduates degrees and diploma is 15 %, compared 
to 25 % of students in contact mode. 

3 In some countries, including Germany, Korea and the Netherlands, one-third 
or more of students transition from vocational programmes to academic 
ones. Switzerland has opened Fachhochschulen to graduates from the dual 
apprenticeship system through the creation of a specific vocational 
matriculation examination (the Berufsmaturität), to be completed in 
parallel to an apprenticeship programme, and providing access to tertiary 
education: today, around 12% of all apprentice graduates obtain the 
Berufsmaturität and they represent half of the students in the universities 
of applied science. Austria introduced a similar exam (the Lehre mit 
Matura) in 2008 (OECD, 2014). 
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Chapter 3 
 

Building partnership between vocational training and the 
economy 

In South Africa, as in other countries, one of the main challenges to 
vocational systems is the need to respond to the fast-changing requirements 
of the labour market. To this end, a more effective partnership between 
vocational training and the world of work is required. This chapter proposes 
more systematic work-based learning, more strategic coordination of the 
vocational system to involve employers and trade unions, local curricular 
adaptation to reflect employer needs, and stronger data, particularly on 
labour market outcomes, linked to effective career guidance. 
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The challenge: weak links between the vocational system and the 
labour market  

While South Africa needs more skills, it also needs to ensure the right 
set of skills for the labour market. Currently TVET programmes may be 
insufficiently responsive to labour market needs. Key obstacles to a more 
effective response include weak work-based learning and limited artisan 
programmes, an inadequate framework to coordinate provision with labour 
market actors, a mix of provision insufficiently driven by labour market 
needs, and poor data on labour market outcomes. 

Providing the right mix of skills 

The South African economy needs more artisans and technical skills.  
 The Accelerated and Shared Growth Initiative for South Africa has 

identified skilled artisans and vocational skills as critical for sustained 
growth, but many studies have reported shortages: Erasmus and Breier 
(2009), found that all sectors of the economy suffer from shortages of 
professionals and artisans (attributed to the decline of the apprenticeship1 
system); business organisations and government agree that there are 
shortages of artisans, technicians and engineers (Statistics South Africa, 
2014; Sheppard and Ntenga, 2013); while the International Institute for 
Management Development (IMD, 2010) ranked South Africa last out of the 
58 countries in terms of availability of skilled labour. Despite some recent 
growth, artisan training, apprenticeships and learnerships numbers remain 
limited (Kraak, 2013). 

But there are also some indications of skills mismatch 
 Recent reports (OECD, 2013; Statistics South Africa, 2014) attribute 

youth unemployment partly to a mismatch between skills and available jobs. 
The limited capacity of TVET colleges to respond effectively to the needs of 
the labour market has been described by many commentators (McGrath, 
2003; Akoojee, Gewer and McGrath, 2005; McGrath and Akoojee, 2009). 
Colleges have been said to lack formal links with industry and employers 
are confused with what the college system is meant to produce, and are 
reluctant to engage with the college sector – especially since they are not 
familiar with the NC(V) programmes (Gewer, 2014; Mayer et al, 2011; 
Kraak, 2013). Employers perceive TVET colleges output as not providing 
the kind of skills that they require in industry and an increasing number of 
young people who have received some form of artisan training do not find 
jobs after graduation. Of 280 000 graduates in technical fields in 2000, only 
34 % found a job in industry (Patel, 2007 in Erasmus and Breier, 2009). The 
implication is that South Africa needs the right skills, not just more skills.  
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Lack of work-based learning in vocational programmes  

Work-based learning plays an essential role in high quality 
vocational programmes 

A wide range of international experience suggests that work-based 
learning plays an essential role in high quality vocational programmes. 
Quintini and Manfredi (2009) for example, note that in countries with 
regulated labour markets and strong apprenticeship systems, such as 
Germany2, about 80% of school leavers succeed in integrating into the 
labour market, a marked contrast to countries without strong work-based 
training such as Italy and Spain. But work-based learning is not only a 
powerful tool for developing both hard and soft skills and transitioning 
students into employment, it is also key to engaging employers and linking 
the mix of provision to employer needs. It is too often neglected, partly 
because education and training organisations find it easier to work on their 
own without having to involve employers, and partly because employers do 
not recognise the potential returns from offering work placements to 
students (see OECD, 2010). 

In South Africa, work-based learning is quite limited 
NC(V) and N programmes both lack a clearly defined work experience 

component (to pass N6 students are required to complete a 18 month work 
placement but this is not integrated with the rest of the coursework, and 
many students fail to get the placement). There are no requirements for 
NC(V) students to have workplace training: as a result more than half of 
college graduates have no work experience (See Table 3.1).  

 



60 – 3. BUILDING PARTNERSHIP BETWEEN VOCATIONAL TRAINING AND THE ECONOMY 
 
 

OECD REVIEWS OF VOCATIONAL EDUCATION AND TRAINING: A SKILLS BEYOND SCHOOL REVIEW OF SOUTH AFRICA © OECD 2014 
 

Table 3.1. How many college students have work experience? 

What college students said about how they obtained work experience (percentage of sample) 

As part of learnership/apprenticeship 15 

Through a company with college links 9 

I found a company that took me in for work experience 11 

No work experience 55 

Missing 12 

Source: Gewer, A. (2014), “Opportunities and Challenges of Further Education and 
Training in South Africa”, PowerPoint Presentation presented to the OECD team, JET 
Education, February 2014.  

Artisan training is now a priority, but remains too small scale 
Training for artisans at present involves a rather problematic and long 

route via college programmes and apprenticeships. The White Paper sets the 
objective of training 30 000 artisans a year and a budget of ZAR 2.1 billion 
has been established. A pilot of dual system apprenticeships is going on in 
three different colleges in three artisan areas, and a recognised list of 125 
trades has been established. On average it costs 300 000 rand to train an 
artisan: companies pays 53% - but of that 17% comes back to the company 
because of the tax break supporting a learnership. One promising initiative, 
promoted by MERSETA (the main mechanical and engineering SETA) is 
for a new dual system apprenticeship which could be completed in four 
years, involving learning each element of an NC(V) programme alongside 
work-based learning. MERSETA has a partnership with the University of 
Bremen to develop this model (PowerPoint presentations DHET, 2014; 
MERSETA, 2014). 

Insufficient co-ordination of the main strategic programmes and 
their funding  

Steering bodies are essential to engage the social partners 
One of the main findings of the OECD's Learning for Jobs study 

(OECD, 2010) was that nearly all countries face challenges in ensuring that 
vocational education and training systems respond effectively to the needs 
of the labour market. Much of the burden of policy reform therefore falls on 
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measures to engage industry stakeholders and develop and sustain 
vocational systems in close partnership with those stakeholders. Sometimes 
curricula and the mix of provision are determined by students and the 
limitations of the training system, and not sufficiently driven by fast-
changing industry requirements. Sometimes the training workforce is 
insufficiently abreast of these requirements. Work-based learning is too 
often weak and unsystematic. Employers and trade unions are sometimes 
too remote from the development of qualifications, so that these end by 
having limited currency in the labour market. South Africa shares these 
challenges with many other countries, and they imply a need for a 
framework in which employers can guide the mix of provision.  

Coordination of programmes and funding streams would yield large 
benefits 

 As explained in Chapter 1, six major funding streams support the South 
African VET system – student support, direct funding of TVET colleges, the 
skills levy, funding of technical schools, a tax break to support learnerships 
and funding of certificates and diplomas through the higher education 
funding stream. At a strategic level these main funding streams all have a 
common purpose - that of supporting the development of vocational skills in 
the South African workforce, benefitting learners, employers, and South 
Africa as a whole. Co-ordination of these different programmes and funding 
streams would therefore have large potential advantages – to ensure that 
policy objectives are mutually supportive rather than competing, and that 
efficiencies can be realised by concentrating resources where they will be 
most effectively used. But in practice the mechanisms for pursuing such co-
ordination are limited because these different funding streams have very 
different institutional settings and few mechanisms for forging the kind of 
lateral connections that might help to enhance complementarity. 

Better coordination is needed to converge the main qualifications 
Chapter 2 of this report argued that the South African vocational system, 

including the technical vocational school programmes, be re-organised into 
two: a work-based and school/college based track. Such a reorganisation is 
deliberately intended to blur the boundaries between the offer of technical 
high schools and colleges, implying a much fuller co-ordination between 
college and technical school funding streams. As an example, the 
learnerships and skills programmes offered at TVET colleges are not taken 
into account in the funding formulas. The Green Paper (DHET, 2012) 
therefore argues that many colleges operate a dual system, with some staff 
being paid via funding formula and the others funded through the SETAs.  
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The mix of provision 

The mix of provision is often driven just by student preferences 
 The mix of vocational provision in technical schools, TVET colleges 

and universities is mainly driven by the preferences of students. (SETA-
funded programmes are determined quite differently, with a strong employer 
influence). But the mix should be determined through a balance of student 
preferences, employer interests moderated by trade union inputs, and under 
the overall guidance of government (see Box 3.1). The balance of student 
preference and employer interests is particularly central, as it ensures that 
programmes allow for an effective transition from school to work.  

Skills planning without data will not be effective 
Strategic skills planning takes place through the National Development 

Plan, in which is embedded the National Skills Development Strategy (third 
version). This provides the foundation of Sector Skills Plans, developed by 
each of the SETAs. But the degree of real employer involvement is 
questionable, and the Sector Skills Plans place on SETAs direct 
responsibilities for learnerships and apprenticeships, rather than the large 
bulk of college and university activity, where the mix of provision appears 
mainly driven by student demand.  

Box 3.1. Balancing student preference and employer needs: some 
principles 

Given that the benefits of VET are realised both by students and employers, an 
effective VET system needs to reflect both employer demand and student 
preference. The relative weight given to these factors varies across countries. The 
optimal balance depends on factors including: 

• Who pays: If students pay most or all of the cost of VET courses – for 
example at post-secondary level – then the mix should be equivalently 
dominated by (informed) student preference. At any level, if employers 
wish to influence the mix of provision, they should be willing to contribute 
to the training, typically through the provision of workplace training and 
experience.  

• Student age: Younger, school-age students may be less able to make 
longer-term career decisions, so student preferences for certain vocational 
programmes should be balanced by attention to labour market outcomes, 
particularly where provision is free of charge to the student. 
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Box 3.1. Balancing student preference and employer needs: some 
principles (continued) 

• Breadth and orientation of programme: Programmes with a large element 
of general skills, often designed to prepare students for the next level of 
education, as well as direct labour market entry, need not be constrained so 
tightly by employer demand. Conversely, in programmes that are designed 
for direct labour market entry, that contain much occupation-specific 
content and that rarely lead to further studies, employability should be a 
major factor determining provision. 

• Predictability: In some sectors, like education and health care, labour force 
requirements may be more predictable than in some others. In these areas it 
may be more reasonable to match provision closely to expected 
requirements (recognising that migration can make a difference). 

Source: OECD (2010), Learning for Jobs, OECD Reviews of Vocational Education and 
Training, OECD Publishing, Paris,  http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264087460-en. 

The SETAs could play a more active role. According to DHET (2013), 
the information collected through the mandatory grant can be supplemented 
by workplace surveys, coupled with additional information such as tracking 
of vacancies. Sector, industry and regional input to the national planning 
process should ensure the provision of comprehensive information on 
workplaces in terms of the training that is taking place, the kinds of skills 
that are present in the workplace, and the nature of skills gaps (DHET 
2013:59). But if this information is collected mechanisms are also needed to 
make use of that information to guide the mix of provision in line with 
labour market needs. Currently these mechanisms are non-existent or very 
weak.  

Data limitations and career guidance 

Lack of data on the outcomes of vocational training is a serious gap 
The function of vocational education and training is to prepare people 

for jobs and careers, so the absence of data on whether given programmes 
and given institutions have been successful in this task is a fatal weakness. 
This is recognised in the White Paper (DHET, 2013a). At the moment we 
know that a large proportion of those entering the college system drop out, 
and therefore probably (although we do not know this with certainty) they 
have poor labour market outcomes. But even for the smaller proportion that 
do succeed in completing their programmes, passing exams and obtaining 
qualifications, we do not know if they get jobs in which they use the skills 
they have obtained. So a young person may not unreasonably see these 
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programmes as hard to complete, and of uncertain value once completed – a 
less than appealing prospect. In addition, it is also hard to justify large scale 
expansion of a system without much clearer evidence that it is having a 
positive impact on the lives of young people. At a more micro level, the 
absence of labour market outcome data means that it is very hard to advise 
young people on courses which might assist their career prospects, or 
evaluate the relative merits of different institutions, different programmes 
and different approaches to teaching. In short, the whole vocational system 
is flying blind3. 

Recommendation: Build a responsive vocational system through 
partnership with industry 

To link vocational provision more closely with the needs of industry: 

• Make workplace learning mandatory for vocational programmes.  

• Co-ordinate vocational provision through a strategic body that 
would also involve industry stakeholders  

• While maintaining a national curriculum, establish flexibility in a 
proportion of the curriculum that can be adapted by training 
providers to meet local needs.  

Invest in better data, particularly on labour market outcomes linked to 
career guidance. 

Supporting arguments: Tools for building partnership with the world 
of work 

In support of these recommendations, more systematic use of work-
based learning is practicable given the successful experience of other 
countries; employers and trade unions might be more fully engaged in 
provision through appropriate advisory bodies; local flexibility in curricula, 
again following international experience, can be used to build local 
partnerships with employers; and better data on the labour market outcomes 
of programmes are vital in linking provision to labour market needs. 

More systematic use of work-based learning 

Both training providers and employers can be reluctant to use work-
based learning 

Many institutions tend to operate in silos, and education and training 
institutions are no exception. Implementing work-based learning means 
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overcoming a natural resistance on the part of classroom teachers to the idea 
that students can learn much in the workplace that they cannot learn so 
readily in the classroom. So institutions naturally need strong incentives to 
establish the necessary partnerships with employers. Employers also need 
incentives. Sometimes employers believe (often wrongly) that offering work 
placements is an unnecessary cost, that they can reasonably avoid, while still 
benefiting by recruiting from the graduates of a vocational programme 
(OECD, 2014).  

Against this background, mandatory work placements may be 
effective 

The principle of mandatory work placements in vocational programmes 
has already been recommended in a previous OECD review of South Africa 
(OECD, 2008). It means that programmes will only be funded when training 
institutions develop and maintain the active partnerships that support work 
placements. Under these conditions training providers will see employer 
partnerships as central to their mission, while employers will see that, unless 
they are willing to offer work placements, the programme from which they 
draw their recruits may close or contract, and the government funding shift 
to another sector, or another region. This gives employers a desirable 
influence over the mix of training provision, allied with the principle that the 
greatest influence goes to those employers that are prepared to contribute 
most, by way of the offer of work placements (OECD, 2014).  

International experience is that it can be made to work 
In South Africa it is commonly argued that employers are reluctant to 

offer work-based learning. The same point is made in many countries. But 
what is striking about international experience (see Box 3.2) is that poorer 
countries with relatively weak infrastructure (Romania), countries with very 
little history of employer engagement in the vocational system (Sweden) and 
countries with very high rates of youth unemployment (Spain) have all been 
successful in implementing mandatory arrangements for work-based 
learning in some of their vocational programmes (OECD, 2014). Clearly 
such arrangements cannot be implemented overnight. Experience in Spain 
the early 1990s is that it takes time for employers to learn how to make use 
of students on work placement, and to appreciate and realise the benefits to 
them of offering such placements (Homs, 2007). One option is to develop 
incentives – OECD (2013) recommended the use of tax credits to foster on-
the-job training, as well as simplified administrative procedures that would 
allow employers to take trainees from TVET colleges.  
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Box 3.2. International experience with systematic work-based 
learning  

A number of countries, such as Spain, Romania and Denmark, and more 
recently Sweden, have effectively transitioned their post-secondary VET systems 
to ones involving mandatory workplace training. In Spain, in both upper 
secondary and post-secondary programmes, workplace training normally takes 
place through a compulsory three-month module at the end of the programmes. In 
Sweden, all two-year higher (post-secondary) vocational programmes have a 
considerable amount of work-based learning (at least 25% of total programme 
hours), usually in several blocks. This mandatory work-based component of all 
programmes allows good co-operation between education providers and 
employers. The work-based components are designed so that students apply 
concepts learned in the study programme at the workplace, with specific attention 
given to the links between theory and practice. The education provider is 
responsible for quality assurance of the selected workplace programme and many 
education providers choose to appoint a placement coordinator to facilitate the 
process. In Denmark, work placement has been mandatory in all programmes 
since August 2009, to ensure that all programmes are professionally oriented and 
of relevance for the employers and thus the students. All “academy” post-
secondary two-year programmes include three months of workplace training and 
all “professional bachelors” programmes, include at least six months workplace 
training. 

Source: OECD (2014 forthcoming), Skills beyond School: Synthesis Report, OECD 
Reviews of Vocational Education and Training, OECD Publishing, Paris.  

The N programmes should include work-based learning 
systematically 

In South Africa the NC(V) and technical school programmes have no 
requirement for WBL while the N (Nated) programmes contain a 
requirement at N6 level but it is often not realised. Here the proposition is to 
implement work-based learning systematically. Pursuing the argument of 
Chapter 2, this is obvious in the proposed work-based track. But even in the 
school-based track it is proposed that there should be some element of work-
based learning. In Chapters 4 and 6 it will be argued that the college funding 
formula should include incentives for completion, and these might also 
naturally be linked to the completion of a module of work-based learning, so 
that colleges, as well as students would have strong incentives to ensure the 
delivery of work placements.  
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Engaging the stakeholders and improving coordination through a 
national steering body 

The national skills authority might be used to engage employers and 
unions 

Multiple programmes create a coordination challenge. A national 
steering body can be of significant help for this task. This is not envisaged 
as an additional funded institution with a secretariat (there are already 
enough such bodies in the South African VET system) but rather an 
advisory group, established by DHET and the Department of Basic 
Education, given its role in technical schools, and including employers and 
trade unions, that would advise on the strategic development of the VET 
system, and aim to co-ordinate the different funding streams and strategic 
elements of that system. Such arrangements would clearly need to link 
closely with, or be part of the existing National Skills Authority, which 
already groups representatives of all relevant governmental sectors (i.e. 
education, labour, trade and industry), employers, organised labour and 
other relevant social partners. Such a national umbrella would also provide 
the frame for local partnerships, including, most particularly, the 
involvement of social partners in the governance of institutions – colleges, 
technical schools and universities, as recommended in a previous OECD 
review (OECD, 2008). Such local governance arrangements would support 
the delivery of work placements (see above in this chapter), arrangements 
for college lecturers to spend time in industry (see Chapter 5) and the local 
adaptation of curricula (see below in this chapter). 
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Box 3.3. National Strategic Bodies Steering VET Policy 

In Switzerland, the involvement of professional organisations in VET policy 
making is required by law. The term “professional organisations” in Switzerland 
refers to trade associations, employer associations and trade unions, and includes 
both companies and business people. Professional organisations have the leading 
role in the content and examination process of both secondary and post-secondary 
VET programmes (in Switzerland post-secondary VET is referred to as 
“professional education and training”, PET). Professional organisations in post-
secondary VET, as in secondary level VET, draft core curricula for PET college 
degree programmes, which are then approved by the Swiss authorities 
(Confederation). National examinations leading to a federal diploma are also led 
by professional organisations. They ensure those federal PET diplomas are 
relevant to the needs of the profession and the labour market. Professional 
organisations draft examination rules, which cover admission requirements, 
occupational profiles, the knowledge and skills to be acquired, qualification 
procedures and the legally protected title. They also conduct examinations. The 
role of Swiss authorities (at Confederation level) includes approving examination 
rules, supervising examinations and issuing federal diplomas. 

In the United Kingdom, the UK Commission for Employment and Skills 
(UKCES) was launched in April 2008 with the aim of increasing the employer 
voice in the United Kingdom’s VET system and promoting investment in skills to 
drive enterprise, jobs and growth. It is led by commissioners from large and small 
employers, trade unions and the voluntary sector. It also includes representatives 
of further and higher education institutions and from the Devolved 
Administrations. Its strategic objectives are: i) to provide world-class labour 
market intelligence which helps businesses and people make the best choices for 
them; ii) to work with sectors and business leaders to develop and deliver the best 
solutions to generate greater employer investment in skills; iii) to maximise the 
impact of changed employment and skills policies and employer behaviour to 
help drive jobs, growth and an internationally competitive skills base. The 
UKCES works with government departments and agencies, as well as with 
researchers across the UK to develop an evidence base and pool expertise. The 
UKCES also funds and manages the Sector Skills Councils and oversees their 
relicensing process. As a UK-wide body, it helps ensure a strategic approach to 
skills development that covers all four nations (with devolved administrations for 
education and training policy) of the UK. 

Sources:  
Fazekas, M. and S. Field (2013), A Skills beyond School Review of Switzerland, OECD 
Reviews of Vocational Education and Training, OECD Publishing.  http://dx.doi.org 
/10.1787/9789264062665-en 
 
UK Commission for Employment and Skills (UKCES) (2013), OECD Review: Skills 
beyond School. Background Report for England. Briefing Paper February 2013. 
http://www.ukces.org.uk/publications/oecd-skills-beyond-school-england  
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Other countries might offer valuable models.  
Box 3.3 provides some examples of institutional arrangements. The 

frameworks in Denmark and Switzerland build on strong industrial bodies 
(employer organisations and trade unions) and a long tradition of 
engagement in VET. The industry-led UKCES in the United Kingdom 
involves high profile representatives of large and small employers 
(including CEOs of large companies), as well as other stakeholders (Musset 
and Field, 2013). 

Other measures to guide the mix of vocational provision 

A proportion of curricula should be locally negotiated with employers 
In South Africa, as in many countries, most vocational qualifications are 

national. This has the advantage of national consistency and supports labour 
mobility, but it means that training providers cannot build partnerships with 
local employers around adapted curricula. Following the practice of other 
countries (see Box 3.4) a certain proportion of vocational curricula – 
perhaps around 20% - could usefully be placed in the hands of individual 
training providers, to be determined in consultation with local employers. 
This follows the recommendation of a previous review (OECD, 2008) which 
argued for involving companies more fully in curricular design. This would 
facilitate local employer engagement, which in its train would support work 
placements for students and indeed sometimes for vocational teachers.  
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Box 3.4. Adapting curricula to local needs: German and Romanian 
Experiences 

Fachschule curricula in Germany are developed by each Land within the 
framework agreement established by the Standing Conference of Ministers of 
Education and Cultural Affairs of the Länder (Kultusministerkonferenz) allowing 
20% of the syllabus to reflect local needs. 

In Romania, while the qualifications and the content of the curriculum are 
determined centrally, about 15% of the curriculum can be determined locally by 
the school. The school inspectorate approves the local component of the 
curriculum, developed by school representatives with the participation of social 
partners. This provides a frame for local partnerships with employers, and these 
arrangements balance the advantages of national consistency in qualifications 
with responsiveness to local employers’ needs. 

Sources:  
Fazekas, M. and S. Field (2013), A Skills beyond School Review of Germany, OECD 
Reviews of Vocational Education and Training, OECD Publishing, Paris,  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264202146-en 
 
Musset, P (2014), A Skills beyond School Commentary on Romania, OECD Reviews of 
Vocational Education and Training, OECD, www.oecd.org/edu/skills-beyond-
school/ASkillsBeyondSchoolCommentaryOnRomania.pdf  

Accreditation of new programmes could be linked to assessments of 
labour market demand 

As argued above, there are currently few mechanisms to link measures 
of labour market interest in skills, identified by SETAs or through better 
labour market information, with provision. Effective work-based learning 
would provide a powerful means of ensuring a match between supply and 
demand. But in addition, when applying for programme accreditation, 
training providers would need to offer an analysis of labour market 
relevance and prove that the proposed programme is needed to meet labour 
market needs. This would include assessments of labour market demand for 
the programme, career prospects for graduates and students’ demand. For 
example, when an Austrian university of applied science seeks accreditation 
for a new programme, the institution must present a demonstration of labour 
market demand for the programme (Musset et al, 2013). 
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Better data on labour market outcomes  

Destinations surveys of graduate leavers are the simplest tool 
Better data are essential to link the mix of provision to labour market 

needs. They underpin career guidance (discussed in Chapter 6) and allow 
students to respond to skills shortages by making wise career choices. Well-
informed career choices play an important role in determining the mix of 
provision, even within the frame of a system where the mix is largely driven 
by student preferences. A ‘destinations’ survey administered to those 
leaving vocational programmes around one year after completion, (or after 
they drop out) establishes whether graduates are working and in what 
occupation, whether they are pursuing further study, and if they are 
unemployed or otherwise not in the labour market. It can be undertaken 
through mobile phone contacts obtained from college students, allowing a 
follow-up regardless of location. This allows the success or failure of 
different vocational programmes and sometimes vocational institutions to be 
assessed. A survey can also ask graduates about what they thought of their 
vocational programme – whether it was well taught and provided them with 
relevant skills for example. In this way such surveys also become a tool to 
monitor quality. There is much international experience of destinations 
surveys, typically in higher education but also increasingly at secondary 
school level (see Box 3.5). 

Box 3.5. Destination Surveys 
In Australia the Student Outcomes Survey is conducted annually among 

students who completed some vocational training. Conducted by the National 
Centre for Vocational Education and Research since 1997, it is funded by the 
Australian government and provides information on employment and further 
study outcomes, the relevance and benefits of training, and student satisfaction. 
The information collected supports the administration, planning and evaluation of 
the VET system.  

In Ireland, the School Leavers Survey is based on a national sample of school 
leavers, contacted 12 to 18 months after leaving school. Face-to-face interviews, 
used in this survey since its beginning in 1980, have become more difficult as a 
result of declining response rates and high costs. Therefore the 2007 School 
Leavers Survey used a mix of approaches. The selected individuals were asked to 
complete an online questionnaire and could also ask for a paper copy. Participants 
were offered an incentive to complete the questionnaire, with their names being 
entered in a draw for prizes. Those who were particularly difficult to reach (e.g. 
early school leavers) were followed up by telephone initially and then face-to-
face.  
Source: OECD (2010), Learning for Jobs, OECD Reviews of Vocational Education and 
Training, OECD Publishing, Paris,  http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264087460-en. 
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There are other sources of data on labour market outcomes 
Other types of survey also provide information (see Table 3.2). Full 

censuses of the national population commonly contain information on 
qualifications, or highest qualification, as well as other information on 
employment status. The value of censuses is limited by the fact that they are 
normally only conducted every ten years or so, and recent trends and 
developments may therefore not be reflected. Labour force surveys also 
contain qualification and employment data, but are a sample only. Some 
countries also run longitudinal or cohort studies, identifying a random sample 
of young people at a particular age and interviewing them at regular intervals, 
for example to follow through experiences between school and work. Such 
longitudinal studies are a powerful source of information on the broad tracks 
which people follow through educational systems and into the labour market, 
but sample sizes are commonly quite small, limiting their capacity to examine 
smaller vocational programmes.  

Table 3.2 Types of survey allowing information on labour market  
outcomes to be collected 

Estimated percentage of upper secondary vocational programmes where outcomes 
are recorded in surveys 

  Regular labour 
force survey 

Longitudinal 
survey 

Leaver 
survey 

Census 

Australia ■■■■ - ■■■■ ■■■■ 
Austria ■■■■ - - ■■■■ 
Belgium (Fl) ■■■ ■■■ ■ - 
Czech Republic ■■■■ ■■■■ ■■■■ - 
Denmark ■■■■ ■■■■ ■■■■ - 
Finland ■■■ - ■■■ ■■■ 
France - - ■■■■ - 
Germany - - - ■■■ 
Hungary - ■ ■■ - 
Netherlands ■■■■ * ■■■■ - 
Norway ■■■■ ■■■■ ■■■■ - 
Sweden ■■ - ■■■ - 
Switzerland ■■■■ ■■■■ - ■■■■ 
Turkey ■■■■ - ■■■■ - 

Note: Estimated percentage of VET secondary programmes: - 0%; ■ 1-25%;  
■■ 26-50%; ■■■ 51-75%; ■■■■ 76-100%. In addition, some countries (as described 
below), notably the Nordic countries, employ national registers to track students into the 
labour market, bypassing the need for regular surveys.  
* In the Netherlands, a cohort study is following a group of pupils – data on 16-plus in 
upper secondary education will be available in a few years.  
Source: Kuczera, M. (2009), The OECD International Survey of VET Systems, OECD, Paris. 
http://www.oecd.org/education/skills-beyond-school/47334855.pdf 
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Notes 

 
1 The decline in apprenticeship training has been exacerbated by the fact that a 

large number of the learnerships that were initiated from 2001 were at the 
lower (NQF level 1) rather than intermediate skill level. This level did not 
address scare or critical skills needs at the intermediate level (Erasmus 
and Breier (2009). 

2 The German transition rate is impressive, especially the transition rate of 
graduates from vocational upper secondary who have the same 
employment rate as tertiary graduates at the beginning of their career. But 
their employment outcomes are less strong in the longer term in 
comparison with holders of tertiary degrees (OECD, 2010). 

3 The White Paper (2013) listed other useful indicators including i) data about 
qualifications; ii) the financial status of colleges; iii) student assessment 
and registration, iv) data on infrastructure and equipment, and v) employer 
demand for the programmes offered. DHET has proposed that a single 
information management system with a single information standard for all 
TVET colleges and campuses should be established (DHET, 2012a). Data 
on private colleges should be collected and analysed in the same system 
(DHET, 2012a:27). 
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Chapter 4 
 

Reforming funding arrangements 

This chapter looks at two key features of funding arrangements in South 
Africa. It argues that the levy system requires reform to simplify the system, 
shifting responsibility for discretionary funding to the National Skills Fund 
and simplifying the allocation of the mandatory grant. It also argues that 
reform of the TVET funding formula should pursue the White Paper 
proposals to reflect some additional factors, including recognition of the 
extra costs of provision in rural areas, and the extra costs of serving 
disadvantaged populations. In addition it should build in incentives to 
encourage completion.  
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Challenge: weaknesses in the levy-grant scheme 

The current levy grant system throws up a number of challenges. First, 
experience with levies in other countries has not always been positive. 
Second, the current SETA arrangements have multiple difficulties, including 
high administrative costs. Some other countries are reviewing their support 
for industry sectoral bodies.  

How the levy-grant system works 

The levy grant is mainly distributed through sectoral SETAs 
In South Africa, all employers whose gross wage bill exceeds ZAR 500 

000 (about 47 thousand USD) per annum are required to pay 1% to a skill 
development levy (OECD, 2008). Levy income has risen sharply: from 1 
258 million ZAR in 2000 to 11 378 million ZAR in 2013 (see Table 4.1). 21 
sectoral SETAs (Skills Education Training Authorities) administer most 
(80%) of the levy. Each SETA has an independent chairperson, 6 
representatives of employers, 6 of labour and two from interested 
professional bodies, all appointed by the Minister on advice from the sector.  

Table 4.1. How money collected through the skills levy is distributed 

Transferred to the SETAs                            Of which:            80% 

Discretionary grant 49.5% 

Mandatory grant 20% 

Administration costs 10% 

National Skills Fund 18% 

South African Revenue Service (the collection agent) 2% 

Total (11 378 million ZAR in 2013) 100% 

Source: National Treasury South Africa, 2014 
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The SETAs currently distribute both the discretionary and mandatory 
grant 

The discretionary grant is spent on projects that address sectoral needs 
identified in their sector skills plans (OECD, 2008). 20% of the 
discretionary grant budget is dedicated to the implementation of the skills 
priorities as defined by the National Skills Development Strategy and the 
remaining 80% to what is called the PIVOTAL1 grants (DHET, PPT 
Number 1). For some years, SETAs were also the implementing agent for 
the National Skills Fund’s funded strategic objectives (OECD, 2008:251). 
The mandatory grant money is transferred to employers on receipt of 
workplace skills plans and annual training reports. 

The pros and cons of skills levies 

Levy systems to support training are typically designed to correct 
market failures 

Systems that fund training through a levy on all employers, or all 
employers in a given sector are commonly intended to correct a widely 
recognised market failure whereby employers are reluctant to invest in cost-
effective training because they fear that too many of the benefits of training 
will fall to the employees or to other firms that may poach their skilled 
workers. The levy is therefore intended to correct a systemic tendency to 
underinvest in training. Different types of levy are described in Box 4.1. 

Box 4.1 Types of Training Levy Schemes 

Levy-Grant (as in South Africa)  

Levy-grant schemes focus on company in-service training. They create 
incentives for a firm to invest more in the skills development of its own 
workforce, be it in the sphere of training on-the-job (setting up or extending and 
improving existing company training) or by sending workers to train externally. 
Government intervention, via the introduction of levy-grant arrangements, is 
justified because of shortcomings in the amount and/or quality of enterprise 
training. These schemes are in place worldwide. They can be found in industrial 
countries (such as France and New Zealand), transitional economies (Hungary) 
and in developing countries in Africa (Zimbabwe and South Africa) and Asia 
(Malaysia and Singapore). While there are numerous variants, Gasskov’s three-
fold classification has been widely adopted: cost-reimbursement, cost 
redistribution and levy-exemption. 
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Box 4.1 Types of Training Levy Schemes (continued) 

• Cost-reimbursement. The training fund pays grants to firms on a cost-
incurred basis for designated forms of training (both on and off the job). 
Firms that train to acceptable standards will receive back part of the levy 
paid as grants; non-training firms are penalized by loss of the levy. In 
practice, reimbursement is set below the value of the levy paid in order to 
cover administration costs. A country example: Nigeria. 

• Cost-redistribution. It aims at redistributing the burden of training 
expenditures among enterprises. The mechanism redistributes levy funds 
away from companies that do not train, toward those that do. Since the 
emphasis is on the redistribution of cost burdens, training companies may 
receive grants far in excess of the amount of levy paid, thus providing 
strong incentives for firms to train. A country example: Mauritius. 

• Levy-exemption. This mechanism is usually part of a broader cost-
reimbursement scheme, whereby firms adequately meeting their training 
needs are allowed to withdraw from the levy-grant system or at least to 
benefit from reduced levy assessments in proportion to their recognized 
training investments. A major advantage is that firms are freed from 
bureaucratic fatigues of levy payment, and grant claim and potential cash-
flow problems are avoided. A country example: Cote d’Ivoire. 

Revenue-Generating 

This type is used mainly to support training provided by the public sector, 
either by the State or a national training authority; the emphasis is on initial 
training at formal public training institutions. Such schemes are found typically in 
Latin America and Caribbean countries with some variations.  

Source:s  
Ziderman, A. (2009). Financing training through payroll levies. In International Handbook 
of Education for the Changing World of Work, ed. R. Maclean and D. Wilson, Vol. 1, 
1075–89. The Netherlands: Springer.  
 
Gasskov, V. ed. (1994). Alternative Schemes of Financing Training. Geneva: International 
Labour Office. 

In the case of universal levies in other countries, like France, it is often 
argued that most of the training benefits fall to large firms and highly skilled 
employees (Gospel and Casey, 2012; Abdel-Wahab et al, 2010; Ziderman, 
2009; Smith and Billet, 2006). Levy-grant schemes can operate at sectoral 
levels, for example the levy managed by the Construction Council in the UK 
(Abdel-Wahab et al, 2010). The UK established training levies in the early 
1960s but, in the 1980s, most levies were abolished with the exception of 
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those in construction and engineering, where some net positive effects on 
training have been reported (Gospel and Casey, 2012).  

While levy-grant schemes are supposed to encourage the involvement of 
companies in training, there has been a long debate about their effectiveness. 
The Singaporean Skills Development Fund is frequently cited as a 
successful example (Box 4.2).  

Box 4.2 The Singapore Skills Development Scheme 

Employers in Singapore are supposed to contribute to the Skills 
Development Levy for all employees (including full-time, part-time, temporary 
and foreign workers rendering services in the country) at a levy rate of 0.25%. 
The levy is channelled into the Skill Development Fund and firms may apply for 
grants which may reimburse a large portion of the costs of their training 
programmes (Singapore Government, Ministry of Manpower, 2014). Under this 
scheme, it is argued that firms have two incentives to train their least skilled 
workers: 1) they receive funding from the Skill Development Fund; and 2) they 
reduce the tax based upon contributors to that fund are made (Tzannatos and 
Johnes, 1997). Also, it is argued that by the mid-1980s, some 21% of the 
workforce had received training on a course provided in this way and that almost 
all large firms, most medium-sized and a large minority of large firms have 
benefit from the scheme (Tzannatos and Johnes, 1997). Kuruvilla and Chua 
(2000) argue that the factors behind the success of the Singapore scheme include: 

• A link between economic development and skills formation: there is an 
Economic Development Board (EDB) in the country with responsibilities 
in both areas. 

• A model for technology transfer: the EDB model was able to link together 
three crucial aspects: foreign direct investment; skills development plans; 
and public-private partnerships for training. This amalgamation made it 
possible for Singapore to meet its short and medium term skills 
development needs. 

• Educational reform: oriented to long-term skills development. 

• A levy-grant scheme: that induces private sector firms to invest in up-
skilling. 

• Strong inter-institutional co-ordination: that ensures the effectiveness and 
relevance of up-skilling programmes. 

Source: Kuruvilla, S. and R. Chua (2000), “How Do Nations Increase Workforce 
Skills? Factors Influencing the Success of the Singapore Skills Development System” 
Global Business Review, Vol. 1 No. 11.  
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Weaknesses in the current SETA arrangements 

International experience of sectoral bodies has been mixed. 
In the Netherlands, current reforms will radically reduce funding of 

government-supported sectoral bodies (Fazekas and Litjens, 2014). In the 
UK sector skills councils no longer receive automatic government funding, 
but will have to justify their existence given weaknesses in some of the 
councils (Musset and Field, 2013). 

Table 4.2. Distribution of the Skills Levy Fund 

Millions of Rand 

Year Total
disbursed 
by the 
skills levy 
fund  

Distribution of Levy Funds 
NSF 
(R'000) 

SETAs 
Administrati
on Costs 
(R'000) 

Mandato
ry Grant 
(R'000) 

Discretiona
ry Grant 
(R'000) 

Amount 
Disbursed 
to SETAs 
(R'000) 

2010/11 8 542 1 681  946 3 198 2 717  6 861 

2011/12 8 690  2 013 964 3 565 2 148  6 677 

2012/13 
 

10 240  
 

2 271 
 

1 182
 

4 460 
 

2 327  
 

7 969 
 

 

Source: Taken from Department of Higher Education and Training-Republic of South Africa (DHET) 
(2014) Statistics on Post-School Education and Training in South Africa: 2012. P. 53. 

SETAs have been criticised as inefficient and unrepresentative of 
industry 

SETAs were created in South Africa in 1998, to bring together 
employers and organised labour in specific sectors of the economy to 
identify labour market needs and facilitate skills development. Currently 
over one trillion Rand is absorbed in the administration of SETAs (see Table 
4.2). This is a huge sum, and it is not clear that it delivers value for money, 
given the difficulties reported. The performance of SETAs is highly 
variable, and there are some problems of mismanagement, and a number of 
SETAs have been taken over by DHET and directly managed because of 
these problems. One difficulty is that SETAs appear to have multiple roles 
(see Box 4.3). Many SETAs are not perceived as effective representative 
bodies of employers and organised labour at sectoral level. 
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Box 4.3. SETA responsibilities 

SETAs were created through the Skill Development Act of 1998. Their 
responsibilities include: 

• Develop Sector Skills Plans within the framework of the National Skills 
Development Skills Strategies; 

− Implement Sector Skills Plans by establishing learning 
programmes, approving workplace skills plans and annual reports, 
allocating grants in accordance with regulation and monitoring 
education and skills development provision in the sector. 

− Promote learning programmes by identifying workplaces for 
practical work experience, supporting the development of learning 
programmes, improving the facilitation of learning, and assisting 
in the conclusion of agreements for learning programmes. 

• Register learning programmes agreements; 

• Perform any functions delegated by QCTO; 

• Submit budgets, financial statements reports, strategic plans and reports on 
the implementation of Service Level Agreement to the Director General of 
DHET; 

− Liaise with relevant educational institutions/bodies established 
under any law regulating education in South Africa to improve 
information about placement opportunities and the relation 
between education and skills development providers and the 
labour market.  

• Support TVET Colleges and Higher Educational Institutions; 

• Implement Government and Sector strategies. 

 
Source: Department of Higher Education and Training-Republic of South Africa (DHET) 
(2014a) PPT Number 1: SETA System in South Africa. 

SETAs mainly appear to support short periods of training 
It has been argued that many of the grants given by SETAs are offered 

for short courses, often in private colleges, that are not always recognised as 
seriously improving workforce skills or oriented to adequate qualifications 
(DHET, 2013). Skills programmes, which have the highest enrolment, are 
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mostly short courses that can be completed and certificated within a year, 
while learnerships, bursaries and internships are linked to qualification-
based programmes that take a year or more to be completed and certificated 
(DHET, 2013b). In 2011/12, of the approximately 82 000 workers who were 
certified through SETAs, over 90% (more than 70 000) were certified for 
skills programmes. Relatively small numbers were certified through 
learnership, bursary or internship programmes (DHET, 2013b). Few 
resources from the levy have been used to pay for education in public 
universities and colleges (DHET, 2012).  

The performance of the 21 SETAs varies greatly.  
One SETA offered only four places in skills programmes while another 

offered more than 22 thousand places during the period 2011/2012. In 
2011/2012, only four SETAs had workers enrolled in internships 
programmes; provision of learnerships and bursaries is also highly variable - 
only three SETAs concentrated almost 40% of the total of unemployed 
people enrolled in learnership programmes2 (DHET, 2013b). Conversations 
with stakeholders suggest large variations in the capacity of different SETAs 
to engage both employers and workers in meaningful training. 

Bureaucracy may reduce take-up of the mandatory grant 
For a company to receive the ‘mandatory’ grant (20% of the total levy) 

they need to provide a workplace skills plan and an annual training report. 
The workplace skills plan is a comprehensive document that should indicate 
how companies are addressing their training needs, and should be prepared 
in consultation with employees. SETAs advise that a facilitator should be 
hired for this task or alternatively the SETAs might assist directly. The 
annual training report must meet standards dictated by each SETA. As the 
procedures are burdensome, about two thirds of eligible companies do not 
take up the offer. Only 16% of employers were claiming grants3 out of the 
51% of all employers that are eligible (OECD, 2008). Substantial resources 
have therefore accumulated because funds are not spent. These factors lay 
behind the recommendation of a previous OECD review for simplification 
of the complex and fragmented responsibilities of the SETAs and the 
National Skills Fund (OECD, 2008).  

Recommendation: reform the levy-grant scheme  

Reform funding flowing from the Skills Levy so as to shift 
responsibility for discretionary funding to the National Skills Fund and 
simplify the administration of the mandatory grant 
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Supporting arguments: simpler and more efficient administration 

In support of these recommendations, their implementation would yield 
large savings in administrative costs; the discretionary funding should be 
used to provide an incentive to employers to engage with the vocational 
system. Reform of the mandatory grant would also remove some wasteful 
bureaucracy. 

Distributing the discretionary grant through the National Skills 
Fund 

Reform is clearly needed 
Given the large administrative costs of SETAs, mismanagement of some 

of the SETAs, and unclear outcomes in terms of skills development, reform 
is clearly needed. Clearly it is important that the employers who contribute 
to the levy have a concrete sense of ownership over the expenditure – 
otherwise the legitimacy of the scheme would be called into question. But it 
is far from clear that the current system delivers that ownership. Currently, 
the National Skills Fund manages only 18% of the resources obtained 
through the skills development levy and it is mainly aimed at financing 
training for those people seeking a job (DHET, 2013:56). The National 
Skills Fund is operated as a programme within the Skills Development 
Branch of the Department of Higher Education and Training.  

This proposal would centralise the administration of the 
discretionary grant 

Against that background, the proposal here is to centralise the 
administration of the discretionary grant in the National Skills Fund, leaving 
the SETAs with the mandatory grant and a scaled-back role. The immediate 
impact would be substantial savings in administrative costs that could be 
recycled into training provision. The aim is that the discretionary grant 
should then be administered on the advice of the SETAs and more broadly 
of employers, but leaving SETAs and employers with the task of providing 
convincing arguments for the value of the training programmes they 
propose, and indeed that the proposals are in the interests of the entire 
industrial sector, not just those more closely connected with the SETA. This 
would, in effect, reward both effective SETAs, and employers that engage 
more fully, and are prepared to work in close partnership with South Africa's 
vocational training system – for example through offering work-based 
learning opportunities. This partnership model would retain the principle 
that employers should actively guide the allocation of training funds and in 
that sense the funds would 'belong' to employers, but on the basis that 
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employers should be actively engaged and work in partnership with the 
vocational training system to confirm their ownership. Funding would 
therefore provide incentives for employers to engage with vocational 
training rather than just offer money to employers on the assumption that 
they are engaged.  

This approach would follow some international best practice 
This partnership principle, whereby the allocation of funding for training 

is linked to employers that work in partnership with the training system, 
(and vice-versa) is an increasing feature of funding models used for 
vocational training systems in a number of different countries. For two very 
different examples, see the Swedish system of higher vocational education 
(Kuczera, 2013), and new 'blueprint' proposals in the United States for 
reform of federal funding (Kuczera and Field, 2013). It would also resonate 
with reforms in the Netherlands and England of government funding for 
sectoral bodies, removing automatic funding for sectoral bodies in favour of 
support for employer groups that actively engage with the vocational 
system.  

Simplification of the mandatory grant 

To engage employers, a simpler process for companies is needed in 
South Africa.  

The fact that a facilitator is recommended to manage the preparatory 
work required for a company to receive the mandatory grant speaks for itself 
about the burdens. As proposed in the White Paper, the mandatory grant 
could be simplified by linking it simply to the collection of reliable data on 
workforce skills from employers4 (DHET 2013a). Employers would have to 
submit only one relatively simple document annually, which would include 
information about all workplace training in the company, current skills 
levels, experience and qualifications of employees and priority skills needs. 
Submission of this document would entitle the employer to the mandatory 
grant. These data, collected through SETAs would inform planning of the 
mix of vocational provision.  

Challenge: reforming the TVET college funding formula 
Reforming the funding formula for TVET colleges throws up a number 

of challenges, in particular the requirement to reflect the needs of rural areas 
and the additional costs of teaching disadvantaged students. Colleges also 
currently lack adequate incentives to address dropout.  



4. REFORMING FUNDING ARRANGEMENTS– 87 
 
 

OECD REVIEWS OF VOCATIONAL EDUCATION AND TRAINING: A SKILLS BEYOND SCHOOL REVIEW OF SOUTH AFRICA © OECD 2014 
 

The current funding arrangements for TVET colleges 

80% of the funding for the TVET college system flows from a national 
budget5 

Colleges obtain the remaining 20% from student fees, often covered by 
bursaries (FFC, 2013). Administrative responsibility for TVET colleges (and 
adult learning centres) was shifted from the provincial to the national 
department (DHET) in 2012 (FFC, 2013; Sheppard and Ntenga, 2013). 
College funding throughout South Africa (from the central government) is 
now based on enrolments with the cost of each vocational programme being 
assessed by DHET though a funding weight (Sheppard and Ntenga, 
2013:260). Reflecting increased enrolment,6 this budget grew 27% from 
R3.8 billion in 2010/11 to R4.8 billion in 2012/2013 (see table 4.3). 

Table 4.3 Transfers to Key Post-School Education and Training Institutions, from 
2010/11 to 2012/13. 

Financial Year Public HEIs 
(R'000)/a. 

Public TVET 
Colleges 
(R'000)/b. 

Public Adult 
Education 
Training Centres 
(R'000)/c. 

Total 
(R'000) 

2010/11 17 516 740 3 803 958 1 222 855 22 543 
553 

2011/12 19 354 159 4 375 311 1 413 194 25 142 
664 

2012/13 20 902 779 4 844 607 1 464 756 27 212 
142 

Share of total 
expenditure in 2012/13 

77% 18% 5% 100% 

Notes: /a. Amount for public HEIs reflects funds transferred by the DHET to HEIs. /b. Amount for TVET 
Colleges reflects funds transferred by DHET to provincial education departments for the College sector. 
/c. Amount for AET Centres reflects funds transferred from provincial education departments to AET 
Centres.  

Source: Taken from Department of Higher Education and Training-Republic of South Africa (DHET) 
(2014) Statistics on Post-School Education and Training in South Africa: 2012. P. 50. 
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Reforming the funding formula 

Funding arrangements for education and training institutions raise 
many questions 

The transfer of responsibility for TVET colleges to central government 
has opened up the question of how exactly the pot of money available for 
colleges should be used. How should the real costs of teaching different 
students in different programmes and in different contexts be reflected in 
funding arrangements? How can these costs be identified? How can funding, 
as well as covering costs, encourage quality and performance? How can 
funding formulas be kept sufficiently simple so that key stakeholders can 
understand them. Many countries have wrestled with similar challenges 
when constructing funding formulas for education institutions. 

Funding formulas can be assembled following a wide range of 
criteria.  

Fazekas (2012) groups the factors used to construct funding formulas for 
schools and colleges as follows 

• Student number and grade level reflect enrolments often adjusted 
according to grade or age level. 

• Curriculum and education programme rules reflect the varying costs 
of different programmes arising from teaching equipment, specialist 
teachers or other factors. Such rules are commonly used to reflect 
the different costs of vocational programmes, often linked to the 
costs of different workshops or other equipment.  

• Needs-based rules reflect the additional resources required to teach 
pupils with (i) diagnosed learning difficulties or (ii) who come from 
disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds. Disadvantaged pupil 
background is measured for example through free school meal 
eligibility in the US or the UK, and census data on home language, 
aboriginality and family background in Victoria, Australia. 

• School characteristics to reflect costs associated with, for example, 
the size of the school, the relative isolation of the school’s 
community, physical aspects of the school premises, and local price 
levels.  

• Outputs and outcomes rules link funding to completions or courses 
delivered.  
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Recommendation: fund TVET colleges to reflect real costs, and 
encourage completion 

Reform the funding formula for TVET colleges to reflect (i) the extra 
costs of provision in rural areas (ii) the extra costs of provision for 
disadvantaged students, and (iii) incentives for colleges to improve 
completion rates.  

Supporting arguments: building an effective formula 

 These recommendations support the White Paper proposals to reflect 
the additional costs of rural colleges and teaching disadvantaged students in 
the college funding formula.  In addition, measures are needed to encourage 
colleges to give greater attention to completion given the severity of the 
dropout challenge.  

Rural colleges and disadvantaged students 

The White Paper proposes reform to address rural colleges and 
tackle disadvantage 

For the funding formula, two key issues are the additional costs of 
provision in rural areas (for example because of travel costs, or because of 
the need to provide student accommodation); and the additional costs of 
teaching students from disadvantaged backgrounds (as they may need extra 
help for example to address gaps in basic skills resulting from weak 
schooling). Funding should so far as possible reflect the variable costs of 
provision in different settings and with different student populations, since 
otherwise colleges facing higher costs will have to compromise on quality. 
As mentioned by the Concept Note (DHET, 2012), it would be desirable for 
all TVET colleges (but especially rural colleges) to have access to more 
SETA and NSF resources. To reform the funding formula DHET (2012b) 
has suggested: 

• Maintaining programme-based funding while reviewing funding 
weights with an adjustment for rural TVET colleges. 

• Including funding provision for report 191 N1-N3 Engineering 
programmes and Report 191 N4-N6 programmes. 

• Standardising the mechanisms through which colleges may access 
funding from the National Skills Fund and SETAs. 
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Incentives for completion 

Dropout is a serious problem,  
Dropout, addressed more fully in Chapter 6, raises two main challenges 

for colleges. First, measures to address dropout often require extra 
resources. Second, there are natural incentives at classroom level that 
actually encourage dropout, since it is usually the most disengaged and 
therefore hard-to-teach students who drop out, making the lives of teachers 
easier when they do so. To combat such perverse effects, powerful counter-
incentives need to be built into institutions, through funding regimes and in 
other ways, to underpin efforts to tackle dropout. Colleges should therefore 
have a proportion of their funding attached to student completions rather 
than just enrolments. (One further option might be to offer higher rewards to 
completions in scarcity fields of study). This will provide the incentives for 
colleges to provide active support for students at risk of dropout, and 
encourage an institutional focus on final outcomes. Two examples of such 
approaches that appear effective are given in Box 4.4.  

Completion incentives should be balanced with extra funding for 
disadvantaged students 

Where colleges have discretion over the selection of student entrants, 
completion incentives should not be implemented in isolation. Otherwise 
there will be a strong temptation for colleges to give preference to students 
who easier to teach and more likely to complete, avoiding disadvantaged 
students where the costs and risks are greater. A proper balance between 
these two elements in the funding formula is therefore very important.  
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Box 4.4. Funding systems that encourage completion 

In Denmark, the “taximeter” system was introduced gradually throughout the 
education system in the early 1990s (OECD, 2010b) and today, 92% of 
government support to educational institutions is allocated as taximeter grants 
according to the number of students who successfully pass their exams. 
Taximeter rates per student are determined through the annual Appropriations 
Acts, independent of the expenses of individual institutions. A system of grants 
complements the taximeter, to meet other needs (e.g. to ensure provision across 
the country, or to support research).Taximeter funding gives institutions an 
incentive to adjust capacity to fit demand and to pursue efficiencies. These 
incentives have also triggered changes in behaviour and the quality of the 
education services have been improved. This system therefore strongly 
encourages successful and timely completion. The Danish Evaluation Institute 
found that the system resulted in more focus on student needs and a more open 
minded attitude towards students. 

In Washington State in the United States, the Student Achievement Initiative 
(SAI) is a new performance funding system for all community and technical 
colleges. Institutions are rewarded with additional funds if they record a 
significant improvement in the number of students moving from remedial to 
credit courses, completing credits, and successfully completing a degree. Colleges 
are evaluated relative to prior performance, and institutions are encouraged to 
measure the impact of their efforts and adjust practices in response. Evaluation of 
the SAI shows that since its introduction, students have acquired stronger 
foundation skills. 

Sources:  
Field et al. (2012). Field, S., et al. (2012), A Skills beyond School Review of Denmark, 
OECD Reviews of Vocational Education and Training, OECD Publishing, Paris,  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264173668-en  
 
Kuczera, M. and S. Field (2013), A Skills beyond School Review of the United States, 
OECD Reviews of Vocational Education and Training, OECD Publishing, Paris,  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264202153-en. 
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Notes 

 
1 PIVOTAL is an acronym for Professional, Vocational, Technical and 

Academic Learning. PIVOTAL learning programmes include: bursaries, 
apprenticeships, internships, graduate placements, learnerships and other 
selected skills programmes. 

2 SETAs and colleges were, until recently, constrained from working with each 
other by the 80/20 rule which required colleges to use 80% of their state 
funding on the NC(V) or N programmes. The new National Skills 
Development Strategy III, as well as new regulations and pending 
legislation affecting the SETAs and the National Skills Fund are now 
attempting to reverse this trend (DHET, 2012:14). 

3 The reason given for not claiming grants against levy payments were mainly 
related to “lack of awareness of the process, not worth the efforts 
financially and too complex applications” (OECD, 2008:253). 

4 In doing so, SETAs redesigned role should be consistent with a co-ordinated 
education and training system that should be articulated and mutually 
beneficial for its various components (DHET, 2013a). 

5 In universities, a significant component of existing funding is allocated on the 
basis of student numbers, with a two-year lag. This costing model for 
students works on the basis of a funding grid which allocates a weighting to 
specific fields. The government indicates that this model for universities 
needs to be revised as well as it bears very little relation to the actual costs 
of teaching for a specific qualification (DHET, 2012:47). 

 
6 The Northern Cape recorded the highest average annual increase in 

allocations (19.1%), followed by the Western Cape (14.7%) and KwaZule-
Natal (14.3%). At the other extreme, Mpumalanga had the lowest average 
annual increases (10.7%), followed by Limpopo (11.6%) (Sheppard and 
Ntenga, 2013:269).  

 



4. REFORMING FUNDING ARRANGEMENTS– 93 
 
 

OECD REVIEWS OF VOCATIONAL EDUCATION AND TRAINING: A SKILLS BEYOND SCHOOL REVIEW OF SOUTH AFRICA © OECD 2014 
 

References 

Abdel‐Wahab, M., A. Dainty, A. and S. Ison (2010) “A review of the case 
of a Levy‐Grant Scheme (LGS) in the UK construction industry”, 
Journal of Vocational Education & Training, 62:3, 273-283, 
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13636820.2010.495412  

Coase, R. H. (1937). The Nature of the Firm. Economica, New Series 4(16): 
386-405. 

Danish Agency for Higher Education and Educational Support (2012), Skills 
beyond School: OECD Review of Post-Secondary Vocational Education 
and Training – National Background Report for Denmark, http://en.fivu 
.dk/publications/2012/oecd-review-skills-beyond-school/oecdreview- 
skills-beyond-school-denmark.pdf. 

Department of Higher Education and Training-Republic of South Africa 
(DHET) (2012) Green Paper for Post-School Education and Training, 
Pretoria. 

Department of Higher Education and Training-Republic of South Africa 
(DHET) (2012a) Green Paper for Post-School Education and Training, 
Pretoria. 

Department of Higher Education and Training-Republic of South Africa 
(DHET) (2012b) Concept Note for the Proposed Review of the National 
Norms and Standards for Funding Further Education and Training 
Colleges (NSF-FET Colleges), Draft Version, Pretoria. 

Department of Higher Education and Training-Republic of South Africa 
(DHET) (2013),White Paper for Post-School Education and Training, 
Pretoria. 

Department of Higher Education and Training-Republic of South Africa 
(DHET) (2013b) Statistics on Post-School Education and Training in 
South Africa: 2011.  

Department of Higher Education and Training-Republic of South Africa 
(DHET) (2013a) White Paper for Post-School Education and Training, 
Pretoria. 

Department of Higher Education and Training-Republic of South Africa 
(DHET) (2014a) PPT Number 1: SETA System in South Africa. 



94 – 4. REFORMING FUNDING ARRANGEMENTS 
 
 

OECD REVIEWS OF VOCATIONAL EDUCATION AND TRAINING: A SKILLS BEYOND SCHOOL REVIEW OF SOUTH AFRICA © OECD 2014 
 

Department of Higher Education and Training-Republic of South Africa (DHET) 
(2014b) PPT Number 2: National Skills Fund in South Africa. 

Department of Higher Education and Training-Republic of South Africa (DHET) 
(2014) Statistics on Post-School Education and Training in South Africa: 
2012.  

Fazekas, M. and S. Field (2013), A Skills beyond School Review of 
Switzerland, OECD Reviews of Vocational Education and Training, OECD 
Publishing, Paris  http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264062665-en.  

Fazekas, M. (2012), “School Funding Formulas: Review of Main 
Characteristics and Impacts”, OECD Education Working Papers, No. 74, 
OECD Publishing, Paris, http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/5k993xw27cd3-en. 

Fazekas and Litjens (forthcoming), “A Skills beyond School review of the 
Netherlands”, Reviews of Vocational Education and Training, OECD 
Publishing Paris 

Field, S., et al. (2012), A Skills beyond School Review of Denmark, OECD 
Reviews of Vocational Education and Training, OECD Publishing, Paris,  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264173668-en.   

Financial and Fiscal Commission (2013) Submission for the Division of 
Revenue 2014/2015. South Africa. 

Gasskov, V. ed. (1994). Alternative Schemes of Financing Training. 
Geneva: International Labour Office. 

Gospel, H. and P. Casey, 2012. Evidence Report 47: Understanding 
Training Levis. UK Commission for Employment and Skills.  

Kuczera M. (2013), A Skills beyond School Commentary on Scotland,  
http://www.oecd.org/edu/skills-beyond-school/ASkillsBeyondSchool 
CommentaryOnScotland.pdf.  

Kuczera, M. and S. Field (2013), A Skills beyond School Review of the 
United States, OECD Reviews of Vocational Education and Training, 
OECD Publishing, Paris, http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264202153-en. 

Kuruvilla, S. and R. Chua (2000) “How Do Nations Increase Workforce 
Skills? Factors Influencing the Success of the Singapore Skills 
Development System” Global Business Review, Vol. 1 No. 11.  

Musset P. et al. (2013) A Skills beyond School Review of Austria, OECD 
Reviews of Vocational Education and Training, OECD Publishing, Paris, 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264200418-en. 

  



4. REFORMING FUNDING ARRANGEMENTS– 95 
 
 

OECD REVIEWS OF VOCATIONAL EDUCATION AND TRAINING: A SKILLS BEYOND SCHOOL REVIEW OF SOUTH AFRICA © OECD 2014 
 

National Treasury, Republic of South Africa (2014) Budget Review 2014. 

OECD (2008), Reviews of National Policies for Education: South Africa, 
OECD Publishing, Paris, http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264053526-en. 

OECD, (2010a), Learning for Jobs, OECD Publishing, Paris, 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264087460-en. 

OECD (2010b), Off to a Good Start?, Jobs for Youth, OECD Publishing, 
Paris, http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264096127-en. 

Sheppard, C. and Ntenga L. (2013), Funding of the South African Further 
Education and Training Sector for an Equitable Sharing of National 
Revenue. Technical Report. Financial and Fiscal Commission. 
Submission for the 2014/2015 Division of Revenue. South Africa. 

Singapore Government, Ministry of Manpower (2014) website: 
http://www.mom.gov.sg/skills-training-and-development/adult-and-
continuing-education/Pages/sdl.aspx, consulted on 15 May 2014. 

Smith, A., and S. Billett. 2006. Mechanisms for enhancing employer 
investment in training: A comparative perspective. Research in Post-
Compulsory Education 11, no. 1: 1–18. 

Strehl, F., S. Reisinger and M. Kalatschan (2007), “Funding Systems and 
their Effects on Higher Education Systems”, OECD Education Working 
Papers, No. 6, OECD Publishing, Paris,http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/220244
801417. 

Williamson, O. (1981). “The Economics of Organization: The Transaction 
Cost Approach”, The American Journal of Sociology, 87(3): 548-577. 

The Ministry of Children and Education (2012b), “The Taximeter System”, 
www.eng.uvm.dk/Education/General/The-Taximeter-System, accessed 
April 2012. 

Tzannatos, Z. and Johnes, G. (1997) “Training and skills development in the 
east asian newly industrialised countries: a comparison and lessons for 
developing countries”, Journal of Vocational Education &Training, 49:3, 
431-453, 
www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13636829700200025#.VCvPU_n
oRLE 

UK Commission for Employment and Skills (UKCES) (2013), OECD 
Review: Skills beyond School Background Report for England. Briefing 
Paper February 2013, www.ukces.org.uk/publications/oecd-skills-
beyond-school-england. 



96 – 4. REFORMING FUNDING ARRANGEMENTS 
 
 

OECD REVIEWS OF VOCATIONAL EDUCATION AND TRAINING: A SKILLS BEYOND SCHOOL REVIEW OF SOUTH AFRICA © OECD 2014 
 

Ziderman, A. (2003), Financing Vocational Training in Sub-Saharan Africa, 
World Bank Publications. 

Ziderman, A. (2009), “Financing training through payroll levies”, in 
International Handbook of Education for the Changing World of Work, 
ed. R. Maclean and D. Wilson, Vol. 1, 1075–89, Springer, The 
Netherlands,. 



5. STRENGTHENING PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT FOR VOCATIONAL TEACHERS AND COLLEGE LEADERS– 97 
 
 

OECD REVIEWS OF VOCATIONAL EDUCATION AND TRAINING: A SKILLS BEYOND SCHOOL REVIEW OF SOUTH AFRICA © OECD 2014 
 

Chapter 5  
 

Strengthening professional development for vocational 
teachers and college leaders 

  

Effective and professional teachers and college leaders are the key to 
quality in vocational education and training. In South Africa, although many 
teachers and college leaders are of high calibre, some teachers lack the 
right mix of skills and there is little structured preparation for college 
leaders. New measures are already in preparation to address these issues. 
This chapter argues that these measures need to ensure the right balance of 
both industry experience and pedagogical skills in teachers, and include 
strengthened professional preparation for college leaders. 
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Challenge: quality in teaching and college leadership 

There are two main challenges. One is the need to improve the skills and 
qualifications of lecturers in the TVET system, an issue already being 
addressed through current proposed reforms. The second challenge is the 
need to improve the professional preparation of college leaders. 

Teaching staff and their skills: the key asset of any VET system 

Many countries find it hard to prepare vocational teachers.  
Vocational teachers and lecturers have jobs that in many ways are more 

demanding than those of academic teachers. They not only need to have 
knowledge and experience of the diverse package of skills required in 
particular professions, they also need to know how to convey those skills to 
others. On top of this, they need to continuously update their knowledge in 
response to changes in technology and working practices. In many countries, 
teacher training qualifications are very general, without any differentiation 
between the teaching of academic and vocational subjects. (See the 
criticisms of the system in England in Lingfield, (2012)). Programmes 
designed to teach how to go about conveying practical and vocational skills 
are less common, and the scope to update skills by spending time in industry 
is often limited. In some countries rigid qualification requirements make it 
hard for people with valuable industry experience to contribute to vocational 
training (OECD, 2014). Many OECD countries therefore struggle with the 
gap between the aspiration for highly qualified vocational teachers and a 
reality which falls far short.  

In South Africa, some lecturers lack relevant skills and qualifications 
Some 9 000 teaching staff1 represent the key asset of South African 

TVET2 college system, but it is hard to attract and retain able people (Nxesi, 
2014). At least 25% of lecturers currently lack teaching qualifications and 
more than half have no industry experience; occupational lecturers with 
artisan qualifications are few (mostly in the electrical and automotive 
trades); 40% of the teaching staff have short-term contracts giving them 
little incentive to make longer term investments in skills and qualifications 
(Papier, 2014).  

Few have both industry experience and pedagogical qualifications 
College lecturers in technical fields have often been recruited from 

industry with technical qualifications and workplace experience and 
knowledge, but little pedagogical training. Another group of lecturers are 
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college graduates who have completed their N6 courses, or are graduates 
from universities of technology with a National Diploma. Many of this 
group has limited subject content knowledge and little workplace experience 
(DHET, 2012:24). 

New policies will address the challenge 
Under new proposals,3 the qualifications currently offered to TVET 

college lecturers will be replaced. (These current qualifications include the 
Postgraduate Certificate in Education, National Professional Diploma, 
National Professional Diploma in Education, and Advanced Certificates in 
Education) (DHET, 2012b). Clearer progression routes from the new 
qualifications are proposed, alongside a reinforced workplace training 
component in teachers’ qualifications (see Box 5.1). While these proposals 
are welcome, setting ideal qualifications is easier than ensuring that a 
teaching workforce actually possesses these qualifications.  
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Box 5.1. A new Policy on Professional Qualifications for TVET 
Teachers in South Africa 

It is proposed (i) that vocational lecturers need to be competent in both the 
theoretical and practical aspects of the courses; (ii) that a strong workplace 
component must be built into lecturer qualification programmes; and (iii) that 
curricula and qualifications need to adapt and respond to economic and technical 
change. Two levels are proposed for these new qualifications: 

Initial qualifications: 

• The Diploma in Vocational Education is intended for lecturers with Level 
4 and 5 of vocational qualifications, with the aim of developing lecturers 
who can demonstrate focused knowledge and skills in lecturing a particular 
subject.  

• The Advanced Diploma in Vocational Teaching enables the holder of a 
general undergraduate bachelor degree or diploma to become 
professionally qualified as a college lecturer. It offers entry-level initial 
professional preparation.  

Post-professional qualifications: 

• The Advanced Certificate in Vocational Teaching provides TVET 
college lecturers with a sound knowledge base for teaching a particular 
vocational subject, as well as the ability to apply their knowledge and skills 
to lecturing, while equipping them to undertake more specialized and 
intensive training.  

• The Advanced Diploma in Vocational Education, a continuing 
professional development qualification for TVET college lecturers to 
strengthen an existing specialisation in a subject, or develop a new role to 
support teaching and learning in a TVET college.  

• The Post Graduate Diploma in Vocational Education aims to position 
graduates to take on a leadership role in the vocational education 
environment.  

Source: Department of Higher Education and Training-Republic of South Africa (DHET) 
(2012b) Policy on Professional Qualifications for Further Education and Training College 
Lecturers. Draft Version.  

 



5. STRENGTHENING PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT FOR VOCATIONAL TEACHERS AND COLLEGE LEADERS– 101 
 
 

OECD REVIEWS OF VOCATIONAL EDUCATION AND TRAINING: A SKILLS BEYOND SCHOOL REVIEW OF SOUTH AFRICA © OECD 2014 
 

The key role of TVET college leaders 

Across countries, vocational college leaders play a key role in the 
development of teachers and teaching quality. 

 In academic teaching, but to a lesser extent in the vocational realm, 
there has been increasing recognition that effective school and college 
leadership is vital in developing the skills of classroom teachers, and 
attention to leadership can therefore represent an important means of driving 
up the quality of teaching and learning. Leadership may be even more 
important in vocational institutions, where a diverse teaching workforce, 
including different occupational skills, and different mixes of industry 
experience and pedagogical qualifications and skills, mean that institution 
leaders can contribute hugely by encouraging a sharing of experience, and 
building a cohesive workforce.  

Some weaknesses in college leadership need to be rectified 
Historically in South Africa, limited efforts were made to support and 

prepare TVET college directors to carry out their duties. While the new 
proposed postgraduate diploma in vocational education may start to fill the 
gap in formal qualifications, previous initiatives were ad-hoc – for example 
the education sector SETA has delivered management and leadership 
programmes to 221 college staff (Nxesi, 2014). At the same time there have 
been major leadership challenges, and issues of mismanagement, and a 
number of VET colleges in South Africa have been taken temporarily under 
the authority of central administration, with special leaders appointed for 
limited periods in place of current college leaders, in order to address 
mismanagement. 

Recommendation: strengthen the teaching workforce and its 
leadership  

Strengthen the professional preparation of TVET college lecturers with 
attention to the balance between pedagogical skills and workplace 
experience. Promote effective college leadership by ensuring more 
systematic training for prospective and current college leaders 

Supporting Arguments: defining the key skills of the college workforce 

In support of these recommendations, it is here argued that teachers can 
benefit greatly from spending time in industry, while at the same time 
industry practitioners might be encouraged to take on teaching roles. 
Strengthened preparation of college leaders is also very important, as 
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leadership is a powerful tool to drive improvements in the quality of the 
system. 

More workplace experience for teaching staff 

For existing teachers, encourage internships in industry 
In line with South Africa's proposed reforms, international experience 

suggests that vocational lecturers and teachers should be encouraged to 
spend time at the workplace. One option is for existing teachers to spend 
short periods in industry. For example, in Finland, the Telkkä programme 
allowed teachers to spend two months on-the-job and brought a wide range 
of benefits to teachers (Box 5.2). One benefit of teacher-internships is that 
teachers become more familiar with current workplace requirements, 
particularly those of the hosting employer, and teach these in their course. 
For the employer, this may ease the recruitment and training process for new 
workers.  

Box 5.2. Teacher-worker pairing: co-operation between VET and 
employers 

The Telkkä programme in Finland was based on close co-operation between 
teachers and workplace trainers. It aims to improve the ability of VET to respond 
to the needs of working life. The programme included a two-month on-the-job 
period for teachers, during which teacher-worker pairs were formed. This offered 
an opportunity for teachers to update their professional skills and for workers who 
also work as workplace trainers to improve their pedagogical skills. The training 
period was preceded by a seminar and planning (to clarify goals and expectations) 
and followed by feedback from teachers and workers and dissemination to the 
broader community. 

Teachers reported a wide range of benefits, such as increased familiarity with 
recent work practices and requirements and the equipment used, easy access to 
firms for study visits, the contacts necessary to invite people from industry to give 
lectures at their VET institutions, increased confidence, respect from students and 
motivation. The training period also allowed teachers and workers to discuss 
issues related to workplace training for students and improve training plans and 
assessment methods. Participants improve their skills and self-esteem, and 
disseminate knowledge to other colleagues. This exercise has been evaluated by 
the Economic Information Office in Finland as one of the best ways of 
developing teachers’ professionalism. 

Source: Cort, P., A. Härkönen and K. Volmari (2004), PROFF – Professionalization of 
VET Teachers for the Future, CEDEFOP, Thessaloniki. 
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The entry of teachers from industry can be encouraged 
Part-time teaching staff that maintain their role in industry bring up-to-

date practical experience into the teaching environment, benefitting not only 
students, but also fellow teachers (OECD, 2010). Professionals should be 
able to move into teaching, either full or part-time, without having to 
overcome too many regulatory obstacles. Allowing skilled workers to 
acquire their pedagogical competences in a flexible way (e.g. through 
distance learning or through recognition of prior learning) helps to 
encourage them to practice as vocational teachers/trainers. Typically part-
time teachers require pedagogical training, but it is unrealistic and 
undesirable to impose the same demands on them as full-time teaching staff, 
as they will often compensate by bringing up-to-date industry experience 
into their teaching and to share with their colleagues. In England, a new 
programme has been launched to encourage industry experts to teach part-
time in vocational programmes (see Box 5.3). 

Box 5.3. “Teach Too”: A programme in England to encourage 
industry experts to teach in vocational programmes 

Teach Too aims to encourage occupational experts from industry to spend 
some time teaching their occupational expertise to others and contribute to 
curriculum development, while continuing to work, so keeping off-the-job 
vocational education and training as up-to-date as possible. The programme 
implements a recommendation by the Commission on Adult Vocational Teaching 
and Learning on the need for “vocational teachers and trainers to combine their 
occupational and pedagogical expertise, [and] build strong partnerships with 
employers.” 

The programme will be developed by: learning from existing good practice 
and disseminating these lessons, funding a range of developmental activity to 
encourage innovation; challenging employers; and training providers to propose 
solutions that work for their learners and businesses. Drawing on this knowledge 
and activity the intention is to develop a national Teach Too framework which all 
stakeholders will be keen to embrace. 

Source: The Education and Training Foundation (2014), Teach Too, http://et-
foundation.co.uk/teach-too.html 

Training for school leaders 

50 strong college leaders can make a difference 
Given the consolidation of the South African TVET college system into 

just 50 colleges, an opportunity exists to build quality through a relatively 
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small number of highly effective college leaders. Such leaders need to be 
able to support the professional development of individual teachers, promote 
teamwork, adapt programmes to local needs, build partnerships with 
employers and other learning institutions, plan ahead, manage budgets and 
make wise recruitment decisions. These are substantial demands, requiring 
systematic professional development. 

Attention to the quality of (academic) school leadership is now a 
commonplace. 

In academic schools, since the mid-1990s, training and development for 
basic and academic school leaders have been introduced in many OECD 
countries, either as a preparation for entry to the post or to further develop 
the skills of active school leaders. Training arrangements include i) pre-
service or preparatory training to take up the position; ii) induction training 
for those who have recently taken up the position; and iii) in-service training 
provided to practising school leaders. England, Finland, Northern Ireland, 
Israel and Slovenia offer leadership development training at all steps in a 
school leader’s career. Chile, Ireland, the Netherlands and Norway have in-
service education programmes. The courses offered to actual or prospective 
college leaders may vary from short certificate courses to post-graduate or 
PhD Programmes. Training may also vary depending on the responsibilities 
of school leaders, partly depending on the extent of school or college control 
over matters like staffing and budgets. Often where training is required to 
apply for a post, some funding support for that training is available (Pont et 
al. 2008). An example of the approach in Scotland is offered in Box 5.4. As 
argued above, if leadership matters in academic schools, it matters doubly in 
vocational colleges, where a diverse workforce needs strong leadership to 
realise synergies and deliver common goals. 
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Box 5.4. Scottish Education Leadership Development 

Scotland has recently been shaping its leadership development agenda to 
match new requirements. Since 2000 it has had a mandatory training qualification 
for service and induction programmes for most new school leaders and since 
2003 a new framework for leadership development. It provides learning 
opportunities for those involved in leadership teams as well as more senior staff. 
Continuing Professional Development for Educational Leaders, intended to 
provide a means of promoting professional development rather than a structure 
for managing schools, is based on the notion of professional progression in 
educational leadership through four levels: 

• Project Leadership, for teachers who have, or may take on, 
responsibility for leading a small-scale project. This refers to teachers 
possibly quite early in their careers, who wish to develop their 
leadership skills, for instance in an area related to curriculum 
development. 

• Team Leadership, for teachers who have regular responsibility for 
leading either permanent teams of staff or task groups/working parties. 
This might be particularly relevant to aspiring and established 
principal teachers, whether their responsibilities are primarily in the 
areas of curriculum or of guidance. 

• School Leadership, for staff who lead projects and teams and who 
have, or are seeking, overall responsibility for an aspect of leadership 
across an establishment. This might include teachers or principal 
teachers who aspire to membership of a senior leadership team. 

• Strategic Leadership, for staff who, in addition to project, team and 
school leadership responsibilities, have overall responsibility for the 
leadership of an establishment or are leading strategic initiatives at 
local or national level. This is particularly relevant to head teachers 
and to those working in the education service who have a strategic role 
in improving Scottish education. 

Source: Pont, B., D. Nusche and H. Moorman (2008), Improving School Leadership. Vol. 
1. OECD Publishing, http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264039551-en 
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Notes 

 
1 More than a half of the total staff in TVET colleges employed in 2011 (15 744 

people) were employed as lecturers, that is a total of 8 686 people. Only 
4% were management staff (465 people) and 42% were support staff (6 
593 people). The average lecturer:student ratio at public TVET colleges 
was 1:47 (DHET, 2013b). 

2 Some very valuable surveys on TVET lecturers exist at state level in South 
Africa. For example, the one conducted in the Free State as a 
collaborative effort undertaken by the South African Council for 
Educators (SACE), the University of the Free State (UFS) and the 
Flemish Association for Development Cooperation and Technical 
Assistance (VVOB). This survey found that most lecturers working in the 
Free State think: i) that they need additional skills; ii) that they need more 
exposure to industry; and iii) that they need more support to improve both 
their subject knowledge and pedagogical competences (Leroy and 
Huysamer, 2012). 

3 The Education, Training and Development Practices Sector Education and 
Training Authority (the SETA for the education sector) is also pursuing: 
1. Continuous Professional Development for TVET personnel, including 
the use of PIVOTAL programmes to train lecturers (480 individuals); and 
the support of lecturers to gain industry experience and exposure through 
work-integrated learning (173 individuals); 2. Supporting TVET colleges 
in quality assurance and accreditation of the delivery of skills 
development programmes, including the training of lecturers as coaches, 
assessors and moderators (Nxesi, 2014). 
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Chapter 6 
 

Supporting completion and transition 

Dropout is a pervasive challenge in South Africa and a major reason why so 
many young South Africans end up not in education, employment or 
training. Many students enter vocational programmes with weak numeracy 
and literacy skills, and have difficulties with academic requirements of 
programmes. Often they do not receive sufficient targeted help.  

This chapter proposes a number of measures to address the challenge. 
Colleges need to ensure that students at risk receive support to help them 
improve their foundation skills, sometimes by integrating them with 
practical teaching. Better career guidance arrangements, based on data, 
can also contribute.  
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Challenge: insufficient focus on helping students to complete 

Despite worryingly high levels of dropout, TVET colleges currently 
have few incentives to encourage completion, and offer limited support for 
students in academic difficulties. Career guidance provision remains patchy. 
It may be very difficult to realise expansion of the TVET system unless it is 
seen that students are likely to complete their studies.  

High levels of dropout 

In the school system as a whole, less than half the youth cohort 
obtains the matriculation 

Roughly one million young people leave the school system annually 
(see Figure 1.2 in Chapter 1), but only 40% of them leave with the 
matriculation exam – dropout is concentrated immediately after grade 11, 
where around half a million students drop out annually, either because they 
fail the grade 12 matriculation or because they just do not enrol in grade 12. 
Of the learners who complete Grade 9, just under 90 % reach grade 10; 
about three quarters reach Grade 11 and only between 55 % and 60 % reach 
Grade 12.  

There are contrasting arguments on how different learning 
environments affect these dropout rates  

The first preference for most South African children and their parents is 
to get an academic NSC through a conventional academic high school and 
proceed to university. One reason suggested for dropout is that some of 
these students would be more suited to a vocational route (Taylor, 2011). 
One might argue this proposition by pointing to European examples of 
countries with strong vocational routes and relatively low dropout rates. A 
contrasting argument is that schools, with their 'school' rather than 'college' 
environment, appear more conducive to completion. Completion rates for 
the technical and academic high schools1 are significantly higher than those 
in TVET colleges (Department of Basic Education, 2011, Department of 
Basic Education, 2014). 
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Table 6.1 Number of students who entered, wrote and passed examinations in TVET 
colleges (2012) 

 

Entered Wrote Passed 

Passed as a 
percentage of 

those who 
entered 

NC (V) 
level 73044 38792 16517 23 

NC (V) 
level 28017 18305 7663 27 

NC (V) 
level 18607 15334 6018 32 

     

N3 14216 9928 3724 26 

N4 9189 6524 2705 29 

N6 3720 2744 992 27 

Note: "Number entered" refers to the number of students who enrolled in a college. 
"Number wrote" refers to the number of students who sat for the examinations.  

Source: DHET (2014a), “Statistics on Post-School Education and Training in South 
Africa: 2012”, Department of Higher Education and Training, Republic of South Africa.  

A large majority of entrants to the college system drop out 
In 2012 73 000 students entered NC(V) level 2 while only 6 000 

students (obviously entrants from previous years) passed the NC(V) level 4 
examination (see Table 6.1). The calculation of dropout rates is complicated 
by students carrying subjects into subsequent years (Taylor, 2011), but 
whatever the basis, the completion rate is very low. Of the 26 540 students 
that enrolled for NC(V) Level 1 in 2007, only 1194 passed the Level 4 
NC(V) examinations in 2009, a 4 % cohort progression rate (Gewer, 2014). 
Pass rates are also very low in N programmes (See Table 6.1). Similarly, in 
artisan programmes (learnerships and apprenticeships), the completion rate 
is around only 15 % (Kraak, 2013). The rates vary across sectors and fields 
of study (DHET, 2014a).  
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Universities also have low completion rates 
To put these low vocational completion rates in context, universities 

also have low completion rates (see Table 6.2)  especially for undergraduate 
diplomas and certificates, and dropout rates appear to be rising (DHET, 
2014a).  

Table 6.2 Drop-out rates in universities 

Percentage of students who left HEIs without graduating, 2000 to 2004 cohort compared with 2005 to 
2010 

First time 
students by 
intake group 

200 to 2004 group 2005 to 2010 group 

 Contact 
institutions 

Unisa Contact 
institutions 

Unisa 

All three and 
four year 
degrees 

38% 59% 46% 68% 

Three year 
diplomas 58% 85% 56% 87% 

All three and 
four year 
qualifications 
at all 
institutions 

56% About 58% 

 
Source: John V. (2013) ‘Drop-out rate points to lack of support’, Mail & Guardian, 17 
May 2013; data source: CHE, DHET 

Many school students have weak literacy and numeracy 
Weak basic schooling results in inadequate foundation skills of literacy 

and numeracy. This in turn leads to dropout because the lack of these critical 
foundation skills undermines learning and therefore performance across 
most fields of study (CHET, 2012; Taylor, 2011). The performance of South 
African school pupils is low in comparison to countries with lower income, 
in PIRLS (2006, testing reading) and in TIMSS (2003, testing mathematics) 
with South Africa displaying the lowest average test scores among the 
sample of countries. Recent evidence (TIMSS, 2011) shows a marked 
improvement in average test scores, but South Africa still ranks at the 
bottom of the international spectrum. 
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Figure 6.1 International tests of student achievement in Mathematics and Reading 

 

Source: Murtin F. (2013), “Improving Education Quality in South Africa”, Economics Department 
Working Papers, Working Paper n° 1056 

South Africa’s poor average performance reflects the large fraction of 
students who do not reach basic qualification standards, while the top 
quintile of students perform reasonably well (Murtin, 2013). Figure 6.1 
shows that South Africa's average scores are poor, but also that there is a 
greater spread of scores than in most other countries. While this no doubt 
partly reflects the historical legacy of apartheid and linked inequities, these 
inequities should now be alleviating 
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College entrants will therefore often have weak foundation skills 
TVET college students include three groups: those who passed the NSC 

but were unable to enter universities because of low matriculation scores 
(typically between the 30% pass mark and the (roughly) 50% required for 
university entrance) those who either failed matric or dropped out in Grades 
10 or 11, and those who passed directly from grade 9 to a TVET college. 
Given weak underlying basic schooling, and the way in which these groups 
are selected, all of these groups are likely to include many people with weak 
foundation skills. At the same time these groups of students are a key 
strategic target for the vocational system, for it is they that are at greatest 
risk of becoming NEET. This underlines the importance of mechanisms to 
address weak foundation skills among college entrants.  

Insufficient support for students who struggle 

The White Paper reports that the TVET colleges do not do enough to 
support students 

The White Paper argues that there is not enough support for struggling 
students in the TVET colleges (DHET, 2013). A series of well-recognised 
weaknesses in the college system may contribute to dropout, including 
chronic shortages of qualified and experienced staff, poorly developed links 
with industry and inadequate facilities2 (ETDP SETA, 2012). Many of these 
wider challenges, concerned with the overall quality of TVET colleges are 
addressed in previous chapters. 

Some colleges already offer various student support services 
These include academic and personal support, assistance with financial 

matters, and help in finding work placements and jobs. Some colleges have 
demonstrated incremental improvements in the pass rates at each NQF level, 
which suggests that they have begun to adapt to the demands of the NC(V) 
(Taylor, 2011). Support programmes are often inadequately resourced, and 
co-ordination of the responses to the fragmented mix of challenges faced by 
students may be weak (DHET, 2013). Chapter 3 argued that attention to the 
completion issue needs to be underpinned by financial incentives to 
encourage colleges to support completion.  
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Despite complex career pathways, career guidance has been 
neglected 

Career guidance provision is currently patchy 
As argued in Chapter 2, the many different programmes of the post-

school system make career choice difficult and many students have little 
understanding of the options (Kruss et al, 2006 ; DBSA, 2010). This context 
puts a premium on effective career guidance and information. Apartheid-era 
career guidance was focused on white communities and dominated by 
psychologists. While some elements of this system remain as costly services 
for the privileged few, significant moves have been made towards a more 
inclusive system: The Education, Training and Development Practices 
Sector Education and Training Authority (the SETA for the education 
sector) is pursuing a programme of support for TVET colleges including the 
placing of trained career development officers in all TVET colleges; and 
career information to be accessible to local TVET colleges and students 
(Nxesi, 2014). Careers guidance is part of the Life Orientation school 
curriculum; the universities generally have well-developed student 
counselling services; the Department of Labour has some guidance services 
and SAQA holds an up-to-date database of qualifications (Flederman, 
2009). Some private organizations also provide innovative career services.  

Effective career guidance also requires better data on labour market 
outcomes 

But in South Africa, as in so many countries, career guidance faces a 
number of challenges. Labour market data are very sparse, with little or no 
information on the likely value of qualifications in the labour market. 
Responsibilities for career guidance are divided across Ministries and 
agencies. Career guidance is not delivered systematically in high schools, 
even though students and their parents have to make a decision typically at 
Grade 7 and at Grade 9 on future orientation. As a consequence, those who 
most need guidance may fail to obtain it. There may also be issues of lack of 
objectivity, because guidance personnel are based in education institutions 
with a pro-academic bias (Walters, Watts and Flederman, 2009).  

Recommendation: tackle low completion rates  

Implement a sequence of measures to tackle low completion rates.  

• Provide targeted support to ensure adequate levels of literacy and 
numeracy among those pursuing vocational programmes.  
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• Ensure adequate incentives for completion for both institutions and 
students. 

• Underpin pathways of progression with high-quality career guidance 
and information before and during vocational programmes. 

Supporting arguments: tools to improve completion  

In support of these recommendations: expansion of the vocational 
system can only be justified if it is accompanied by higher completion rates; 
financial incentives for both institutions and students have been shown to be 
effective in encouraging completion; targeted support for students with 
weak foundation skills is essential; career guidance can help students to plan 
and understand their career paths, and therefore reduce the risk of dropout 
because of bad choices.  

A strategic approach to dropout 

Expanding vocational training needs to be accompanied by measures 
to improve completion 

The White Paper argues for a strengthening and expansion of the public 
TVET colleges so that they become institutions of choice for a large 
proportion of school leavers. But this depends on reducing dropout, partly 
because the college system may not be seen as sufficiently attractive if 
dropout is so pervasive, and partly because it may be difficult to justify the 
very substantial public expenditure involved if the return, in terms of 
qualified students, is low (DHET, 2013). Moreover, in its nature, expansion 
is likely to draw into the system additional students with weaker basic skills 
who currently would not be able to enter the TVET system. So other things 
being equal, expansion might actually increase the dropout rate.  

Financial incentives for institutions and students may also help  
Chapter 4 argued that there is international experience of effective 

funding incentives for colleges to improve completion rates. Another 
approach is to give financial incentives to students for completion. There are 
international examples of success. The Mexican programme Opportunities 
(Oportunidades) and the English Education Maintenance Allowance3 
provide financial incentives for students to stay in education, with success 
(OECD, 2012). Since 2007, the National Student Financial Aid 
Scheme (NSFAS) has provided since 2007 bursaries for students in NC(V) 
programmes in public colleges (and since 2010 for N programmes), based 
on a means test and on academic performance. Students may also apply for 
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travel and accommodation awards, if the students meet the minimum 
requirement of 80% class attendance per month (DHET, 2014b). Given the 
high cost of the NSFAS bursaries (Slavin, 2010), their impact on retention 
should be evaluated.  

Targeted help within vocational programmes 

Interventions to support foundation skills can work 
In all countries, individuals with stronger literacy and numeracy have 

less risk of unemployment, higher earnings and better prospects of further 
learning (Thorn, 2009; Green and Riddell, 2001; OECD/Statistics Canada, 
2000; Smits, 2007). International evidence also shows that interventions at 
upper secondary level (and earlier) to tackle weak foundation skills can 
improve learning outcomes in vocational programmes and support 
completion (Lyche, 2010, Basic Skills Agency, 1997). This is consistent 
with the 2009 survey of NC(V) learners in colleges that recommends 
extensive early support, including language support, and counselling for 
under-prepared learners (Papier, 2009). A 2008 Survey of both staff and 
learners in Western Cape colleges looked at throughput rates in NC(V) 
programmes at Levels 2 and 3 and argued that these programmes may be too 
demanding. It also suggested that there may be an excessive workload due 
to the long syllabus and assessment requirements (Papier, 2009).  

In some countries extensive efforts are devoted to foundation skills 
In countries where post-school programmes are relatively open to 

students, regardless of prior qualifications, extensive efforts are sometimes 
devoted to the foundation skills of those entering the post-secondary system 
(see Box 6.1).  

  



120 – 6. SUPPORTING COMPLETION AND TRANSITION 
 
 

OECD REVIEWS OF VOCATIONAL EDUCATION AND TRAINING: A SKILLS BEYOND SCHOOL REVIEW OF SOUTH AFRICA © OECD 2014 
 

Box 6.1 Tackling foundation skills weaknesses in the United States 
and in Germany 

In the United States, it is estimated that for two-thirds of community college 
entrants, weak academic skills threaten course completion. In 2007-2008, 45% of 
first and second year community college students reported having to take 
remedial courses. While extensive resources are devoted to remediation of 
foundation skills, its effectiveness is limited. Colleges allocate scarce resources to 
remediation activities, while students commonly use federal grants and subsidised 
loans to cover the cost of remedial education. This leaves them fewer resources 
for their post-secondary studies and increases the chance of dropout, and financial 
distress. Many local initiatives have sought to address the challenge. For example 
The Accelerated Learning Project (ALP) pioneered by the Community College of 
Baltimore County, Maryland offers students in remediation with relevant college 
credit courses in parallel (rather than in advance) of their studies so as to speed up 
their progress. The strategy is based on the principle that skills taught in one 
course and reinforced in another are more likely to be mastered. ALP participants 
concurrently enrol in a credit-bearing English course and a developmental writing 
course taught by the same instructor. The initiative has proved successful in terms 
of students completing the relevant credit courses. These positive outcomes have 
led the ALP to be adopted by different colleges throughout the United States. 

In Germany, the ‘Education Chain Initiative’ aims to assist those students 
who currently find difficulties in transiting from school to the vocational 
education and training system. The objective is to replace isolated transition 
measures with structured support for students at risk. Following a national 
screening procedure at 7th grade two strategies are employed: inside schools to 
support students in acquiring core foundation skills and outside schools where a 
coach supports young people in their transition to vocational programmes – 
particularly apprenticeships. 

Source: OECD (2014), Skills beyond School: Synthesis Report, OECD Reviews of 
Vocational Education and Training, OECD Publishing, Paris. Hoeckel, K., and R. Schwartz 
(2010), Learning for Jobs: OECD Reviews of Vocational Education and Training: 
Germany, OECD, Paris. Available at: www.oecd.org/dataoecd/9/6/45668296.pdf 

Integrating foundation and vocational skills has many advantages 
Often, when students have not pursued academic styles of classroom 

learning for some years, or where they have a negative past experience of 
such learning, there is a real difficulty in pursuing traditional mathematics or 
literacy classes. In South Africa students sometimes resist academic 
development programmes because they feel stigmatised by association with 
a ‘special’ class (DBSA, 2010). One promising approach, although it 
requires some serious implementation effort, is to integrate foundation skills 
with vocational training, so that literacy and maths skills are acquired in 
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meaningful practical contexts. Research evidence shows that this can be 
effective (e.g. Jenkins, Zeidenberg and Kienzl, 2009; Kamil, 2003; NCTE, 
2006); see also Box 6.2. Mirroring the international evidence, one South 
African study found that programmes that integrate literacy and language 
development into mainstream teaching with vocational education content 
knowledge work well (Kruss et al, 2006).  

Box 6.2 I-BEST: Integrated instruction in the United States 

The Integrated Basic Education and Skills Training (I-BEST) provides a 
strong example of a programme designed to improve labour market outcomes and 
entry rates to professional training among adults with low foundation skills. 
Developed in Washington State, it has proved successful and is now being 
introduced in other parts of the US.  

The programme combines foundation skills teaching with professional training 
that yields college credits and contributes to a credential. Courses are provided in 
occupations in high demand. In Washington State combining skills with 
vocational content is facilitated by the availability of both types of programme at 
community and technical colleges, and I-BEST programmes are available in 
every college in the state. Individuals must score below a certain threshold on an 
adult skill test and qualify for adult basic education to participate. In practice, this 
translates to around 2% of foundation skills students.  

Studies found that I-BEST students earn more credits and were more likely to 
complete a programme than a comparable group of students not participating in 
the programme. Evidence on the link between participation in I-BEST and 
earnings is less conclusive.  

Source: Kuczera, M. and S. Field (2013), A Skills beyond School Review of the United 
States, OECD Reviews of Vocational Education and Training, OECD Publishing, Paris,  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264202153-en. 

More attractive vocational pathways  

Vocational pathways and work-based tracks are attractive when they 
offer a clear line of sight to a career  

Upper secondary programmes often coincide with late adolescence 
when motivation for learning tends to fall. Although dropping out often has 
roots in a history of progressive disengagement from school, international 
evidence shows that attractive and relevant pathways at upper secondary 
level strongly encourage retention (Lyche, 2010, OECD, 2012). Well-
designed vocational tracks, with a line of sight to a job, a wage and the self-
esteem that goes with it, can therefore help to reduce dropout rates. Between 
the mid-1980s and mid-1990s, Nordic countries expanded vocational 
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options and made them more equivalent to more academic options, as a 
means of encouraging students to remain in school (Bäckman et al., 2011).  

Work-based tracks can appeal to students 
As argued in Chapter 2, the development of a clear work-based route for 

students would allow a better link between the content of the programmes 
and the needs of the labour market, and increase students’ employability. 
Work-based programmes have also proved to be effective in re-engaging 
disaffected students, while providing them with occupational skills, 
motivation and experience for a more efficient transition from education to 
work (OECD, 2012). A report looking at policy levers to improve 
completion in South Africa recommended work-placements for students 
(Kruss et al, 2006) (See Chapter 2 for information about work-based 
learning and its benefits).  

Strengthened career guidance and information 

Effective career guidance can reduce dropout 
Effective guidance and counselling services help students to make the 

right educational and career choices and reduce the risk that a wrong 
pathway leads to disappointment and dropout (OECD, 2010). Career 
guidance and orientation is particularly relevant both prior to entering a 
vocational programme and within that programme (Watts, 2013).Weak 
guidance was identified by the ETDP SETA as one of the main factors 
behind the high drop-out rate in colleges (ETDP SETA, 2012). The White 
Paper argues that career counselling should be an integral component of the 
post-school education and training system (DHET, 2013).  

Systematic career guidance therefore needs to start at the lower 
secondary level.  

There are plans to give SAQA more responsibilities, in particular in 
developing and managing a career advice hotline (SAQA, 2014), but it is not 
sure how it will relate to other agencies with responsibilities for career 
guidance. Existing guidance tends to be more focused on academic choices 
than on occupational ones, and guidance needs to engage more fully with 
the world of work in order to ensure that advice is accurate and appropriate, 
and allows students the opportunity to see potential occupations for 
thermselves. Practical options include visits and meetings with 
representatives of local industries, community agencies, work simulation 
and work placements (OECD, 2004). 
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Many countries have targeted guidance and counselling on those who 
need it most 

For example, in Ireland, enhanced guidance is targeted at junior 
secondary schools with the highest concentrations of disadvantage (OECD, 
2010) (See also Box 6.3 to see how career guidance is organised in 
Scotland).  

Box 6.3 Career guidance and advisors in Scotland 

Scotland has a well-developed and comprehensive system of career guidance, 
offered in various institutions such as schools, colleges, local authorities and 
JobCentres. Multiple institutions involved in career guidance and different 
channels of provision allow the system to reach out to different groups, including 
young people seeking entry to further and higher education, and unemployed 
persons.  

Contrary to other OECD countries where there is no specific profession of 
career advisors (career guidance being provided by school teachers and 
psychologists), Scotland recognises that “career guidance is a distinct, defined 
and specialist profession which demands a unique set of core skills and expects 
all career guidance practitioners to be professionally qualified”. The Scottish 
approach to career management involves helping individuals to understand their 
strengths, the objectives that they wish to set for themselves and the networks and 
resources that will help them reach these objectives. The aim is therefore to help 
individuals to plan their career independently by equipping them with relevant 
tools and knowledge. Career services also include support from Career Coaches 
who engage with young people through talks, group sessions and individual 
coaching. Young people who need support to make a successful transition into 
employment receive one-to-one sessions, as does any young person who needs 
additional advice. 

Co-ordination of services can be a challenge in a system involving many 
providers, but in Scotland Skills Development Scotland acts as the strategic 
leader, collaborating closely with schools, colleges, local authorities and other 
bodies and organisations such as employer representatives.  

Source: Kuczera M. (2013), A Skills beyond School Commentary on Scotland, 
www.oecd.org/edu/skills-beyond-school/ASkillsBeyondSchoolCommentaryOn 
Scotland.pdf  

Relevant labour market information needs to be made available 
Across countries, information underpins the link between vocational 

education and training and the labour market. Chapter 3 argued that good 
data allows policy makers and stakeholders to make better informed 
decisions about the future of the system, and help students make better 
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career decisions. For students, career guidance services that are well-
informed about labour market returns (in particular wage returns which will 
be higher in areas of skills shortage) help students make the right decisions. 
When career guidance services are not available, students rely on informal 
sources, such as family and friends, and they may lack reliability and 
impartiality, and reinforce social disadvantage.  
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Notes

 
1 In schools under the Department of the Education, the drop-out rate before 

Grade 9 was extremely low. In 2008 it was around 2% in Grades 1 to 8. 
From Grade 9 upwards, however, the drop-out rate increases, reaching 
almost 12% in both Grades 10 and 11. In total 10% of learners who had 
been enrolled in Grades 9 to 11 dropped out of school between 2007 and 
2008 (Department of Basic Education).  

2 This same study reported shortage of/out-dated IT equipment e.g. computers 
for students who do Life Orientation. Some computers were still loaded 
with out-dated software which differs from that which they use in the 
final exams (ETDP SETA, 201). 

3 This programme was discontinued in 2011. 
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