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   Setting the scene  

For some time the Post-School Access Community of Practice (CoP) has been examining the area of Technical 

Vocational Education and Training (TVET) colleges from a number of different perspectives. These include: 

the systemic challenges, the relationship between industry and TVET colleges, some of the policy issues and 

what their implications are.  

During this session, Neil Butcher extracted some common challenges faced by TVET in developing countries 

and the implications these might have for post-secondary education in South Africa. 

 

Overview of presentation  

Through the World Bank, Neil Butcher has worked in the TVET space in both India and Lesotho. While he did 

not claim to have any particular expertise in TVET, Neil has a deep appreciation of the issues related to TVET 

in these countries.  

Mr Butcher observed that India and Lesotho have sharply contrasting environments in terms of size, 

economic functioning, culture and a range of other dimensions, but that TVET issues and the functioning of 

TVET systems are remarkably similar. In both countries, youth unemployment is growing rapidly, and where 

economic growth does take place it is not inclusive in any meaningful way. Both governments have identified 

TVET in strong policy terms as a key lever to support economic growth. One can therefore draw many 

parallels with South Africa. 

Some of the key issues are highlighted below: 

The role of TVET colleges: Curriculum programmes are out of date and often unconnected to the demand 

for skilled labour in industry. The type of career upon completion of many of the programmes is what might 

be called a ‘subsistence-type career’ in which an employee soon hits a ceiling in terms of their ability to 

progress through an organisation, and their income earning potential quickly stagnates.  
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 In both countries the NQFs are proving burdensome for TVET:  Firstly, the conceptualisation of TVET is 

being driven largely by academic educational interests. NQF rules dictate that articulation is focused on 

getting into Higher Education, as opposed to a broader interpretation which has the goal of post-secondary 

TVET that equips people to become serious entrepreneurs, or to follow high level technical careers (e.g. high 

level diesel mechanics, for which there is a tremendous demand in Lesotho).   

Secondly, the rate at which standards are created, implemented and accredited cannot keep pace with the 

rate at which industry is changing. Although there is a stated commitment to industry consultation, there is 

no structured process of engagement with business and industry associations, no systematic research 

attempt to understand what the demands are and what types of curricula would meet those demands, and 

no effort to create a system that would enable regular updates of that curriculum over time.  

Inadequate funding for TVET programme delivery: TVET institutes are massively under-resourced and 

poorly equipped. They are far from being able to put in place the kind of practical environment that would 

allow students to learn meaningful skills.  

Poor instructor skills:  Historically, investment in the pedagogical skill of instructors has not been regarded 

as a high priority. Programmes for training TVET instructors have been conceptualised and implemented by 

people who run teacher education for the mainstream academic systems, and these programmes do not 

equip people to be effective TVET instructors. Instructors generally do not have the skills to deliver the 

current programmes effectively, and will not be able to deliver the new curricula.  

Generalisation of TVET institutes: The political imperative to deliver programmes to everybody wherever 

they are has had a range of consequences including severely under-resourced colleges using outdated 

equipment and materials; wasted training and resources; poor quality instructors and a lack of employment 

opportunities for graduates. It also makes links to industry difficult to implement.  

After identifying key challenges, Mr Butcher put forward a number of possible approaches for dealing with 

the issues. He cautioned that these are not set recommendations, but rather options for further 

consideration. 

The way forward  

Strengthen the technical stream at secondary school level: This would mean strengthening secondary school 

technical streams so that they prepare students to enter a much higher level of specialisation at TVET 

institutions than is currently the case. The school level programme should enable students to complete a high 

level specialised programme at post-secondary level within 2 – 3 years.   

Create specialised TVET institutions:  This would mean scrapping all the generalised institutes offering 

traditional programmes (e.g. panel beating, spray painting, automotive, bricklaying and plastering) and re-

focussing each institution around a specific industry sector.  

Promote the use of Open Educational Resources (OERs) for TVET: OERs are particularly suitable for TVET as 

much of the information is easily transferable and is not affected by differences in culture and context. High 

quality, well designed video materials and computer based multimedia would enable students to acquire a lot 

of the typical subject content without  having to rely on instructors.  
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Start a discourse on reconfiguring NQFs: TVET should be treated on its own terms and in its own right, not on 

the terms of academic education. This is a difficult conversation to have because most people concerned (e.g. 

officials, secretaries and ministers) are themselves products of the universities.  

Reconfigure the professional development of TVET instructors: Professional development should be 

specifically targeted at the needs of TVET instructors. Both countries will have to embark on a massive 

reskilling effort, as the envisaged new curricula will need highly trained instructors.  

Consolidate and locate TVET in the office of the Prime Minister: TVET should be driven out of the office of 

the President because an effective TVET system depends on proper collaboration between all government 

ministries that are involved in the various economic sectors, with the ministry of education and training 

implementers of the TVET system.  Such a move would also increase the budget available for TVET by 

consolidating the funds that would otherwise be spent across the various ministries on numerous smaller 

initiatives relating to youth and skills development, and entrepreneurship.  

 

In concluding, Neil argued that the old curricula in both countries must  be rooted out and replaced, while 

ensuring that the new curricula and programmes meet industry needs in a sustained way.  

The model described here would begin to reverse some other TVET problems as well, such as the drift 

towards Higher Education. Consolidating and focussing the public TVET system on key industries would also 

prompt private institutions to fill the niche areas and grow in a way that is complementary to the public 

system, rather than in a competitive way.  

It will need strong political will to fix the problems of TVET in both India and Lesotho – change has to come 

from the top and be actively part of a process of rebranding and repositioning so that TVET is seen as 

something independent of Higher Education, not as Higher Education’s poor cousin.  

Discussion 

After the presentation, members of the CoP engaged Neil Butcher on the following questions and 

comments. 

 How do these countries deal with work integrated issues (WIL) issues?  

 Role and capacity of TVET managers with respect to change.  

 What were the issues behind business’s failure to buy in to the National Certificate Vocational?   

 There is not enough liaison between Department of Basic Education (DBE), Department of 

Higher Education and Training (DHET) and others.  

 Feedback from sector skills plans into the system takes too long. 

 Issues of capacitating those tasked with curriculum change and development within HE and TVET 

systems.  

 Flexible models of employment for instructors to enhance and keep skills current. 

 How do these other countries deal with modernisation issues, e.g. the green economy?  

 Industry specialisation makes linking to specific companies for curriculum input and material 

development very complex (e.g. automotive repair).  

 From a career guidance perspective, is it viable to direct people towards TVET in the expectation 

of future employment? Could the German dual system provide any lessons?   
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Butcher went on to share some useful learnings gleaned from his research activities:  

i) The Work Integrated Learning (WIL)  

In order to build meaningful WIL there have to be better partnerships with, and commitments from, 

industry. In South Africa, the Skills Development Levy works against an effective WIL system as it tends to be 

regarded as a tax, and as such doesn’t encourage real partnerships with contributions in kind rather than in 

money. Generalised institutions located in rural areas makes WIL difficult to implement. Specialised 

institutions located in areas of economic activity could employ instructors from industry and place students 

in nearby workplaces.   

 

ii) The role of TVET managers: 

Managers tend to be defensive as TVET is frequently under attack for underperformance. Mentoring can 

help capacitate managers to push the problems back up the chain, to be more assertive in articulating them, 

and to pose solutions. The problems lie mainly in underfunding, under-resourcing (e.g. not filling assistant 

manager posts) and a lack of political commitment to making TVET functional for the inclusive economic 

growth needs of the country.  

 

iii) Modernising the curriculum  

While it is important to orient people to broader issues (e.g. the green economy), care must be taken not to 

overburden curricula, but rather to focus on the basics and tackle youth unemployment. If such broader 

issues are included, they should be infused across the curriculum rather than modularised as stand-alone 

components.  

It is unrealistic to expect a modernised TVET curriculum to solve a broad range of social issues. Government 

regulations and processes also have to tackle these issues. Curricula and programmes have to reflect what 

the economy requires, and there needs to be closer alignment of TVET with organisations and government 

departments that support youth enterprise (e.g. providing financial assistance to graduates of agricultural 

colleges to start small farming enterprises).   

iv) Generic vs specific curricula/ programmes  

This speaks to the need for industry to work out what formal TVET programmes should cover (theory and a 

generic practical components) and what is brand specific. This could lead to a shorter TVET foundation 

period and a longer period of industry training. It is important to ensure that one company or industry sector 

doesn’t hijack the process. 

It was noted that the NC(V) was designed as an orientation to industry, its purpose being to make people 

trainable, but it is far too long and has created false expectations in terms of it leading to trade tests, jobs, or 

career paths.   

v) Employment of TVET graduates 

Unemployment among NC(V) graduates is high, with some statistics suggesting that 70% of TVET graduates 

are unemployed. Throughput rates are low. Efforts to transfer German models of TVET to other countries 

haven’t worked as the contexts are so different. A better approach would be to first conceptualise 

indigenously how the various elements described in today’s presentation can work successfully, and then to 

look at whether parts of other functional systems can be usefully integrated into the context.   

  

 

 

“The simple truth is the TVET systems in developing countries are designed for an economic world that 

doesn’t exist anymore. Industries have moved on significantly, but TVET systems are continuing to produce 

skills for jobs that don’t exist anymore, and at levels of skill that are not meaningful in the global economy.” 
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Sound bites 

“If TVET is always part of the education 

budget, it will always come in third place 

after schooling and tertiary education.” 

“Unemployment illustrates the 

disconnect between TVET programmes 

and the economy.”  

 

Facilitator’s reflections on the CoP 

  
The facilitator highlighted that there are many parallels with conditions in South Africa, as per the 

discussions in this CoP. This includes outdated and inadequate curricula, low levels of instructor skills, a lack 

of partnerships with industry, a lack of direction, and generalised TVET institutions. The thoughts offered by 

Mr Butcher on how some of these issues might be addressed are pertinent to South Africa. Two that stand 

out are the use of OERs and blended learning models for TVET, linked to the generation of open multimedia 

materials to support varied learning needs; and the creation of specialised institutions close to areas of 

related economic activity. The latter would facilitate partnerships with industry, support the upgrading of 

instructor skills and provide WIL opportunities for students. 
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