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1. Introduction 

This essay explores how South Africa can build a fiscally sustainable – financing model 

that enhances access to higher education. Facing the problem of TVET colleges being 

placed as second or as back-up options, while universities are considered as first 

options. The first choice universities do not provide the skills and experience 

necessary and mandatory for employment. The Dual Education model : Work 

integrated learning, and The Perception Shift And Career Pathways model are 

presented as solutions to enhance access to higher education through increasing 

student funding and building more companies to aid in student innovation and finance 

contribution.  

2. Main Body/Content 

2.1 Structural challenges and Perceptions of Technical  and Vocational 

Education in South Africa  

Students access to technical and vocational education and training (TVET) colleges 

and pathways into higher education are critical issues in South Africa.  

(Graener and Andrews,2019) 

Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) colleges are meant to be the 

key drivers of mass skills acquisition, youth employability and economic growth within 

the post-school education and training (PSEI) ecosystem in South Africa. However, 

student access to TVET colleges and subsequent mobility or articulation into Higher 

Education Institutions (HEI) such as traditional universities and Universities of 

Technology (UoTs) pose structural challenges and reform opportunities.   

In the university system on the other hand, the term ‘high vocational’ is rarely used to 

refer to qualifications that are closely related to work or practice, with the term 

‘professional qualifications’ being preferred. 
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(Papier and Needham,2022) 

TVET colleges are often perceived as secondary choice or a consolation path for 

students who failed to achieve a bachelors pass in their National Senior Certificate 

(NSC/Matric). Choosing universities as a first option, could create a shortfall in the 

near future, in terms of  

employment opportunities. Universities tend to focus more on theory than practical 

work this said practical work forms part of the learning process and cannot be used as 

proof of skills gained or employment experience. Students are required to gain the 

skills themselves, but may not have the opportunity to do so, due South Africa’s high 

unemployment rate and the lack of necessary resources ad opportunities needed to 

gain said skills.  

 

While the National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS) is mandated to provide 

financial support for TVET college tuition and basic living allowances, systematic 

inefficiencies frequently compromise its objectives. Administrative bottlenecks, 

delayed disbursement of living stipends, and persistent accommodation shortage 

create severe disruptions in student’s academic progress. These recurring operational 

breakdowns place immense financial strain on learners from underprivileged 

households, forcing many to contend with basic survival challenges such as food 

insecurity and housing instability rather than focusing on their studies. Consequently, 

these funding barriers further disincentivize prospective students from enrolling in 

TVET institutions, driving a preference for traditional universities where funding 

processes are often perceived as more stable and established. 
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• Main Topic: The infographic compares enrolment and employment outcomes 
between South African universities and TVET (Technical and Vocational 
Education and Training) colleges.  

• Total Student Enrolment: 
o Universities have a significantly higher student enrolment, standing at 

approximately 1.15 million students.  
o TVET colleges have a lower enrolment range, estimated between 

439,000 and 560,000 students.  

 

• Employment Rate Upon Graduation: 
o For Overall Employment, university graduates (represented by the blue 

bars) show a 58% employment rate, while TVET college graduates 
(orange bars) show a 42% employment rate.  

 

o For Unemployment, the statistics invert: 42% of university graduates 
face unemployment compared to 58% of TVET college graduates.  

 

• Notes: Data represents annual estimates, where TVET figures reflect National 
Certificate Vocational (NCV) and N-diploma ranges, and employment is based 
on recent graduate surveys.  

 

The graph emphasises the points mentioned in the previous paragraphs, in terms of 

enrolment numbers. Universities have larger enrolment as they are taken as first 

options.  

 

2.2 Strategic Models for TVET Reform and Sustainable Post -School 

Education    

To sustainably encourage and increase Technical and Vocational Education and 

Training (TVET) college enrolment, South Africa must shift TVET colleges rom being 

seen as a “second choice” fallback into institutions of first choice. Achieving this 

requires long-term, structural interventions that address the social perception of 

vocational training, economic alignment, financial support, and institutional capacity.  

Dual – education Model: work-integrated learning as a fiscally-sustainable model that 

could be implemented by partnering directly with the private sector industries, state-

owned enterprises, and local businesses split student time between lectures, and on-

the-job training. Sector education and training and Training Authorities are required to 

tie funding allocations directly to workplace placements rather than mere classroom 
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competition. Local employees should also be involved in updating course materials 

every 2-3 years to reflect real world technologies, such as green energy, solar 

installation, automated manufacturing.  

An alternative model South Africa can implement The Perception Shift and Carrer 

Pathways by establishing clear academic credit transfer systems to allow TVET 

diploma holders to seamlessly transition into universities of technology or degree 

programs without losing credit. This easy transition allows the student to attain the 

necessary qualifications and practical skills. Integrate mandatory entrepreneurship 

modules backed by seeding incubator access to enable graduates to start specialized 

trades (eg. Plumbing, electrical contracting, digital services) rather than solely relying 

on corporate employment. Introduce TVET exposure programs, starting in grade 8 o 

highlight vocational career paths before grade 9 subject selection.  

Learners seek not simply to prepare themselves for the world of work, but to prepare 

themselves for work that fulfils, improves their ability to contribute to their communities 

and their families, raising their self-esteem, improve their wellbeing and innovation, as 

well as expand their future life responsibilities.  

(Powell and McGrath,2013) 

The above-mentioned models advocate for students to find employment as they have 

attained the necessary experience and qualifications. With students being employed, 

it makes it easier for loan repayments. This approach could also increase tax payers, 

as employment increases. This increase guarantees funding for future students, 

enhancing access to education. The opportunities presented by the above-mentioned 

models, further allow for innovative and creative students, to start businesses or build 

companies , as the gain experience and guidance. The created companies and 

business, could invest in student financing, and create employment opportunities for 

other students, increasing tax payers and student funding, which could again enhance 

to education.  

 

2.3 Argumentative Synthesis: Rebuilding South Africa’s Post -School 

Education Ecosystem through Structural Reform and Fiscal Sustainability  

2.3.1. The Problem: The False Dichotomy and Structural Inequality 

South Africa's post-school education and training (PSET) ecosystem suffers from a profound 
perceptual and systemic flaw: Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) 
colleges are unjustly stigmatized as "second-choice" or fallback options, whereas traditional 
universities are treated as the default first choice. This hierarchy is exacerbated by 

socio-economic pressures, where achieving a Bachelor’s pass in the National Senior 
Certificate (NSC) drives mass university enrolment (~1.15 million students).  

However, this primary reliance on traditional universities creates a structural mismatch: 
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• Universities often prioritize theoretical constructs over the practical, hands-on 
experience and professional skills mandatory for immediate entry into the 
workforce.  

• Consequently, graduates face high unemployment rates due to a lack of practical 
exposure, while industries suffer from critical artisan and technical skills shortages.  

• Meanwhile, TVET colleges—meant to be the primary drivers of mass skills acquisition 
and economic growth—suffer from chronic systemic inefficiencies. Administrative 
bottlenecks, delayed National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS) disbursements, 
housing instability, and food insecurity force vulnerable students to prioritize basic 
survival over academic progress.  

2.3.2. The Solution: Dual Education and Perception Shifts 

To break this cycle and achieve fiscal and institutional sustainability, South Africa must 
implement two mutually reinforcing models: 

• The Dual Education Model (Work-Integrated Learning): By partnering 
directly with the private sector, State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs), and local 
businesses, TVET institutions can split student training between theoretical 
lectures and practical, on-the-job experience. Sector Education and Training 
Authorities (SETAs) must tie funding allocations directly to workplace 
placements rather than passive classroom capacity, ensuring curricula remain 
updated every 2–3 years to reflect modern technologies like green energy, solar 
installation, and automated manufacturing.  

• The Perception Shift and Career Pathways Model: South Africa must 
establish clear academic credit-transfer systems, allowing TVET diploma 
holders to seamlessly transition into Universities of Technology (UoTs) or 
degree programs without losing credits. Coupled with mandatory 
entrepreneurship modules, seed incubators, and early career exposure 
programs starting in Grade 8, this model equips graduates to establish their 
own trades (e.g., plumbing, electrical contracting, digital services) rather than 
depending solely on corporate employment.  

2.3.3. The Virtuous Fiscal and Social Investment Loop 

As Powell and McGrath (2013) emphasize, education must empower learners to 
perform fulfilling work that contributes to their communities, raises self-esteem, and 
improves wellbeing. Implementing these reforms triggers a powerful economic and 
fiscal feedback loop:  

1. Enhanced Employability: Work-integrated learning ensures graduates 
possess the exact skills and experience demanded by the market, significantly 
raising employment rates.  

2. Improved Loan Repayments and Tax Base: Gainfully employed graduates 
find it easier to service student loans and contribute directly to the national tax 
base through income taxes.  

3. Guaranteed Sustainable Funding: Increased tax revenue and reliable loan 
recoveries secure continuous funding for future generations of students, 
enhancing overall educational access.  
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4. Entrepreneurial Reinvestment: Empowered, innovative graduates who 
successfully launch their own businesses can directly reinvest back into student 
financing and create localized employment opportunities—perpetuating a self-
sustaining cycle of economic growth and educational accessibility.  

 

3. Conclusion 

To sustainably address South Africans pot – school education and training challenges, 
TVET colleges must transition from being perceived as a “second choice” fallback to 
become recognized institutions of first choice, while traditional universities capture the 
majority of student enrolment (~1.15 million compared to 439 00 – 560 000 in TVETs). 
TVET graduates demonstrate strong market relevance and higher immediate 
employability rate due to practical hands-on focus.  

Achieving long term transformation requires systematic structural reforms including, 
Dual Education: work-integrated learning models, dynamic industry led curriculum 
updates (eg. Green energy, automation), clear credit articulation into universities of 
technology, and mandatory entrepreneurship incubators. By addressing societal 
perception, administrative delays, and funding barriers, South Africa can empower 
TVET graduates to build sustainable businesses, expand the national tax base, and 
create self-sustaining cycle of job creation, student financing, and economic growth. 
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