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Manamela: ‘Universities not
the only path to success’

THEBE MABANGA 

Higher Education and Train-
ing Minister Buti Mana-
mela has put increased 

focus on revitalising post-school 
education by adopting a holistic 
view of the sector’s needs. This in-
cludes moving beyond the num-
ber of available spaces to focus on 
areas such as lecture development, 
physical and digital infrastruc-
ture, as well as psycho-sociologi-
cal support to students, especially 
new entrants, to improve their 
chances of coping and succeeding 
in the post-school education sys-
tem. 

Manamela also appears to 
place more emphasis than any of 
his predecessors on the role of pri-
vate universities, arguing that they 
have a more strategic role to play 
than they may be offering. 

His starting point is that South 
Africa must broaden its focus be-
yond university education being 
the be-all and end-all of post-ma-
tric education and strengthen 
Technical Vocational and Ed-
ucation and Training (TVET) 
Colleges, Community Education 
and Training Colleges (CETs), as 
well as the Sector Education and 
Training Authorities (SETAs). 

“A country that focuses and 
tries to drive everyone into uni-

versity is not a country that has 
aspirations of what we are think-
ing about,” Manamela says, noting 
that he is getting “positive vibes” 
about TVET Colleges and that 
students are “not waiting to be de-
clined” by universities. 

Manamela points out the many 
career opportunities offered by 
SETAs, including those that will 
come on stream after April at the 
start of the SETAs’ new financial 
year. 

Last year, SETAs, which also 
offer bursaries to help mitigate 
funding challenges, provided 
350,000 internships, artisan devel-
opment opportunities and learn-
erships ranging in duration from 
six to 18 months and up to three 
years for full learnerships. 

Manamela points out that aside 
from 1,1 million places available 
at universities, there are also about 
570 000 places available at TVET 
colleges, as well as 120,000 plac-
es at Community Education and 
Training Colleges, which cater for 
matric rewrites and short courses 
for school leavers and learners. 

For Manamela, the state of 
readiness is more than just the 
number of available places at the 
start of the year. 

“Readiness in quality is the 
number of years we have invested 
in lecture development for both 

TVET Colleges and universities,” 
he says. 

The minister says readiness 
also speaks to infrastructure, both 
physical and digital. 

South Africa has only built 
two new universities in 30 years 
of democracy — Sol Plaatjie Uni-
versity in the Northern Cape and 
the University of Mpumalanga in 
Mbombela. 

South Africa’s universities have 
undergone expansion and now 
accommodate just over a million 
students compared to 400,000 be-
fore 1994. 

The government has also built 
11 new campuses at various 

TVET Colleges, and historically 
black universities have been “en-
couraged, funded and support-
ed” by the central government 
through a special grant. 

Over the past two years, for ex-
ample, the University of Fort Hare 
in the Eastern Cape had its wa-
ter and sanitation infrastructure 
upgraded for R130 million and a 
new building for Early Childhood 
Development built for R96 mil-
lion. 

The University of Venda re-
ceived an advanced nursing sci-
ence simulation building for R11 
million as well as water supply 
and residence upgrades, and cam-
pus-wide wi-fi access costing just 
over R250 million. 

The Walter Sisulu University 
has had a new engineering build-
ing and workshop constructed 

for R150 million, while the Uni-
versity of Zululand had a new 
442-bed residence built at the 
KwaDlangezwa campus for R270 
million, while another housing 
complex was refurbished for R98 
million. 

A handful of TVET Colleges 
have also benefited from the pro-
gramme, from Gert Sibande in 
Mpumalanga to Ikhala in Sterk-
spruit, as well as the Letaba TVET 
College in Limpopo, as have the 
University of the Western Cape 
and North-West University. 

Some campus refurbishments 
are the result of private and phil-
anthropic donations, such as 
the Sol Kerzner Building for the 
School of Tourism at the Univer-
sity of Johannesburg. 

Manamela says he will soon 
convene a sector-wide workshop 
to look at the state of infrastruc-
ture investment and what is still 
required for existing campuses. 

New universities are also being 
planned — a Science and Tech-
nology University in Ekurhuleni, 
a Police University in Hamman-
skraal, and a Mining University 
in the platinum belt along North 
West and Limpopo. 

Manamela says first-year stu-
dents, most of whom are away 
from home for the first time, 
will receive psycho-sociological 
support to cope with their new 
environment through the depart-
ment’s Higher Health entity.

The minister notes that the 
NSFAS is also in a better state of 

preparedness than it has been for 
years.

The funder has already com-
municated funding decision 
outcomes to almost 1 million ap-
plicants, both first-time and re-
turning students, with those who 
have been rejected currently ap-
pealing the decision.

Manamela says there will need 
to be “sacrifices” to ensure that all 
eligible candidates are funded and 
that NSFAS and the department 
are not caught in a situation sim-
ilar to last year, where they had to 
fund a shortfall of R13, 5 billion. 

He says the amount spent per 
student will need to be reviewed.

NSFAS currently spends an av-
erage of R120,000 per student on 
tuition, accommodation, allow-
ance, meals and a laptop.

Manamela says the private 
university sector, which accom-
modates about 350,000 students 
— about 30% of the university 
population — also has a crucial 
role to play in providing career 
opportunities.

The Department of Higher 
Education and Training says 

it is in discussion with the insti-
tutions to broaden their range of 
programmes to include Science, 
Technology, Engineering and 
Maths courses. 

He notes the decision on what 
skills are provided by the coun-
try’s schooling system is guided 
by a Skills Master Plan, labour 
market ntelligence, and research, 
done mostly by universities, to 
determine what skills the coun-
try needs and how various play-
ers and entities should allocate 
their resources to offer in-demand 
skills. 

South Africa currently lags in 
its National Development Plan 
(NDP) post-schooling targets.

The NDP envisages 1,6 million 
university students — there are 
currently 1,1 million.

It calls for 2,5 million in TVET 
Colleges against the current 
570,000 and Community Educa-
tion and Training Colleges should 
enrol 1 million students by 2030 
against the current 120,000. 

Manamela says CETs need in-
vestment in digital infrastructure 
to accommodate increased num-
bers and “with investment in in-
frastructure, and the development 
of lecturers and other proposed 
interventions, we should achieve 
these numbers”.          * See Page 8

Turning point: Higher Education and Training Minister Buti 
Manamela says South Africa must broaden its focus beyond 
university education being the be-all and end-all of post-matric 
education. - Photo: Supplied.

SETAs, TVET Colleges and Community Education and Training Colleges
are central to the Minister’s post-school vision
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Focus on improving schooling, not the 
30 percent pass mark debate
MATHANZIMA MWELI 

Every year during the mat-
ric results season, the so-
called “30% pass mark” 

debate reignites, capturing head-
lines and fuelling protests. The 
concern that 30% should not 
be enough to pass a subject has 
a strong emotive appeal at first 
glance, but there are three major 
problems with this line of cri-
tique.

First, it is based on and perpet-
uates a myth that standards have 
been lowered and were higher at 
some point in the past when our 
education system was better.

Second, the alternative pro-
posal to raise the matric pass cri-
teria to 50% in at least six subjects 
is a very bad idea, if you stop and 
think about what will happen.

Third, and perhaps most im-
portantly, debates about the pass 
criteria distract us from discuss-
ing what actually needs to be done 
to improve the quality of teaching 
and learning in our schools.

Let me explain each of these 
three key points.

The myth of lowered standards
When critics lament things like 
slipping standards or lowering 
the bar, they usually imply or 
state explicitly that the standards 
have been reduced. But this is 
simply false.

Firstly, it is important to note 
that the criteria for obtaining the 
National Senior Certificate are 
more complicated than “you just 
need 30%”. In reality, the NSC re-
quires six subjects to be passed, 
with three at a minimum of 40% 
and the others at a minimum of 
30%.

While the exact combination 
of criteria changed somewhat in 
2008, this change did not amount 
to a clear lowering of standards. 
In fact, under the old Senior Cer-
tificate system, learners could 
pass certain subjects at a “Lower 
Grade” level, which required only 
25%. But there was never a time 
in South African history when 
50% was required for all subjects 
to pass matric.

A related myth is that univer-
sities are now receiving weaker 
candidates who scraped through 
with just 30%. In fact, there are 
other, more stringent criteria for 
university admission. About 84% 
of those who passed matric in 
2024 also met the more stringent 
diploma pass criteria, and the cri-
teria for bachelor-level admission 
require even stricter standards. 
Specific university courses may 
also apply additional selection 

criteria, such as a score of at least 
50% in both mathematics and 
physical science.

“Okay,” you might say, “Even 
if standards weren’t higher in the 
past, shouldn’t they be?”

The fallacy of raising the 
pass mark
The desire for higher standards is 
understandable. But higher stan-
dards are achieved through better 
learning, not by redefining fail-
ure. Simply increasing the pass 
criteria will not miraculously im-
prove the quality of learning and 
teaching across South African 
classrooms.

This would be like telling a 
high jumper to just raise the bar 
as a way to improve their per-
formance, rather than doing the 
hard work of exercise and im-
proving their technique.

But more than being merely 
ineffective, a dramatic change in 
the pass criteria would do real 
harm. Why do I say this?

Raising the NSC pass require-
ments to 50% in at least six sub-
jects would inevitably lead to two 
highly undesirable outcomes:

1.	 Massive educational ex-
clusion: Roughly half of 
current matric candidates 
would pass under such 
a system, dramatical-
ly reducing the number 
of young people with a 
qualification. This would 
be deeply unfair to future 

generations of youth, re-
sult in widespread unhap-
piness, increase dropout 
rates in earlier grades, and 
cause significant disrup-
tion to the labour market. 
Under a 50% threshold, 
hundreds of thousands of 
learners, disproportion-
ately from poorer prov-
inces, would fail matric 
each year, not because 
they learned less than be-
fore, but because the rules 
changed.

2.	 Lowering of standards: It 
may take a few years, but 
because of pressure on 
the system to avoid mass 
failures, exam difficulty 
would inevitably have to 
give. A level of knowledge 
that previously earned 
30% would now earn 50%, 
rendering the pass mark 
change a symbolic farce. 
Ironically, changing the 
pass criteria would lead to 
grade inflation and the ac-
tual lowering of standards. 
Moreover, universities 
and employers would lose 
a valuable range of results 
to differentiate between 
candidates.

Instead of achieving its intend-
ed goals, raising the pass mark 
would compromise the credibility 
of the NSC and worsen the sort-
ing of learners into post-school 
education pathways.

A strategic focus on 
fundamentals
The obsession with pass mark 
thresholds distracts from the real 
challenges in South Africa’s edu-
cation system. While the percent-
age of youths completing matric 
has improved, too many children 
still exit the education system 
without achieving an NSC pass 
or equivalent qualification at a 
college, and educational inequal-
ity remains unacceptably high.

The more sustainable solution 
lies in strengthening the foun-
dations of learning so that more 
children are equipped to write 
the NSC examinations and take 
key subjects like mathematics 
and physical science.

This is the strategic shift be-
ing pursued by the Department 
of Basic Education, and which 
many academics and critics have 
been calling for: Instead of ob-
sessing over the matric pass rate 
or pass criteria, the focus is on 
better quality early learning.

We need to give more chil-
dren access to well-functioning 
Early Learning Programmes to 
improve school readiness. We 
need to ensure better teaching 
of reading and literacy in and 
through Home Language in the 
early years of school. We need to 
improve the numeracy founda-
tions children learn in primary 
school so that more learners are 
equipped to take mathematics in 
matric.

Changing the quality of edu-

cation across thousands of class-
rooms is not easy. It requires the 
right guidance for teachers, sup-
port materials, and in-service 
training and monitoring. In a re-
source-constrained environment, 
we must invest in specific forms 
of support that have been proven 
to raise learning outcomes.

A balanced approach
Incremental adjustments to pass 
requirements could be consid-
ered, such as introducing an av-
erage pass mark of 40%. Howev-
er, these changes must be coupled 
with the development of alterna-
tive educational pathways, such 
as the rollout of the General Ed-
ucation Certificate at the Grade 9 
level, and better opportunities at 
TVET colleges.

Drastic changes, like a sud-
den increase to a 50% pass mark, 
would either exclude vast num-
bers of learners or force a low-
ering of standards. Neither out-
come is acceptable.

Raising the pass mark may 
offer the illusion of action, but 
it avoids the real work. If we are 
serious about standards, we must 
be serious about teaching and 
learning, especially in the early 
years. That is where real improve-
ment begins, and where the fu-
ture of South Africa’s education 
system will be decided.

Mathanzima Mweli is the 
Director-General of the Depart-
ment of Basic Education

Faulty critique: Mathanzima Mweli, Director-General of the Department of Basic Education, says raising the pass mark may offer the 
illusion of action, but it avoids the real work needed to raise standards, particularly in the early years. - Photo: Eddie Mtsweni
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Passion and patriotism drive the
Mining Qualification Authority’s success

THEBE MABANGA
& AKANI NKUNA 

The Mining Qualifications 
Authority (MQA) is one 
of the star performers in 

South Africa’s skills develop-
ment landscape, boasting four 
clean audits and meeting 100% 
of its targets. Dr Thabo Mashon-
goane, CEO of the MQA, attri-
butes this success to “passion 
and patriotism”.  

“The secret to achieving is 
passion for the work you are 
doing,” he says of the clean au-
dits. He notes that the staff also 
treat their work as service to the 
country and treat it as such.  

Mashongoane expect his staff 
to lead by example, and since 
they are in the business of pro-
viding skills, he expects them to 
be continually engaged in train-
ing themselves. Thus, 60% of his 
staff are currently registered for 
studies in various courses.  

The CEO describes mining 
as a “unique” sector to operate 
in because it catalyses other sec-
tors. “When a mine is set up,” he 
says, “it attracts other types of 
business around it.” A town can 
be built and sustained around 
a mine, and businesses such as 
food retailers and other suppli-
ers mushroom around it.  

He notes that the sector is ac-
cident-prone, which is what led 
to the formation of the MQA, 
and requires extra care, start-
ing with additional preparation 
time for workers to get ready 
for underground, including as-
sessments of their mental state 
and sobriety. The requirements 
are much stricter than in other 
work environments.  

So what skills are in high 
demand in the sector? 

Mashongoane says boilermak-
ers, electricians, and welders are 
in high demand. The difference 
now is that as mines move to 
mechanisation and automation, 
artisans need to update their 
skills. The MQA has introduced 
management and executive de-
velopment.  

The MQA marks its 30th an-
niversary in February this year, 
which means it predates other 
Sector Education and Train-
ing Authorities (SETAs), which 
were formed through the Skills 
Development Act of 1998 and 
launched in subsequent years.  

The MQA came about as a 
direct result of a tragic event. 
The 16th of September 1986 
is one of the darkest days in 

South African mining history. 
This was the day of the Kinross 
Mine Disaster, which occurred 
in what is now the province of 
Mpumalanga. A total of 177 
workers died, while 235 were 
injured and 2,400 rescued after 
a cutting torch set alight a range 
of flammable materials from 
plastic piping, foam and surface 
coverings, causing toxic fumes 
that killed the workers.  

The disaster sparked varied 
reactions from a range of ac-

tors, including staging a strike 
and a day of mourning at the 
beginning of October. The Min-
erals Council of South Africa, 
then known as the Chamber of 
Mines, introduced guidelines 
that sought to eliminate plas-
tic material use underground 
wherever possible and started 
improving safety guidelines, 
which changed the face of the 
industry.  

The government appointed 
the Leon Commission of Inqui-

ry into Mine Health and Safety 
in 1994 to investigate the causes 
of 69,000 deaths and 1 million 
injuries in the century to 1986, 
since mining had begun in Jo-
hannesburg. 

One of the key outcomes of 
the Commission's work was the 
enactment of the Mine Health 
and Safety Act of 1996, which 
led to the formation of the MQA 
and the Mine Health and Safety 
Council. 

The MQA was founded with 

the mandate to provide safety 
training for workers. This then 
expanded with the introduction 
of the Adult Basic Education 
and Training initiative to pro-
vide literacy skills after recog-
nising that some accidents arose 
due to some workers' inability to 
interpret signs or instructions.  

When the Skills Development 
framework was established, the 
MQA saw its mandate broaden 
to include skills training from 
technical to digital skills, as 
well as management and exec-
utive development. The MQA 
had dual reporting lines — to 
the Minister of Minerals and 
Energy as well as the Ministry 
of Higher Education, alongside 
other SETAs.  

When asked what some of 
its proudest achievements were 
over the past three decades, 
Mashongoane notes: “For me, 
the first thing that comes to 
mind is the reduction in fatali-
ties, because that is why we ex-
ist.” The South African mining 
industry recorded 500 deaths 
a year around the time of the 
Kinross Disaster, and in 2024, it 
recorded 42, the lowest in South 
Africa’s history.  

Mashongoane notes that the 
achievement is due to the 

efforts of mines, unions and 
the health and safety inspector, 
but the MQA sits at the centre 
as a “catalyst” with the training, 
funding and monitoring that it 
provides, including refresher 
courses for experienced work-
ers.  

Alongside this reduction 
in fatalities, another notable 
achievement Mashongoane 
notes is the increase in the lit-
eracy rates at mines, which he 
says has changed the face of 
mining from being dominated 
by migrant workers and low-
skilled local labourers speaking 
Fanakalo, the pidgin language 
that is the lingua franca in min-
ing. “Now I hear people speak-
ing fluent English and their own 
languages,” he says with pride. 
He notes that this change has 
been accompanied by a prolif-
eration of African managers in 
mines as well as the increase in 
women engineers, geologists 
and underground workers.  

The MQA does critical work 
in mining communities as well 
as labour sending areas such as 
the Eastern Cape to help mines 
implement their Social Labour 
Plans. “We first assess and con-
sult the community about what 
skills they need, Mashongoane 

Crucial sector: Dr Thabo Mashongoane, CEO of the MQA, says mining is essential to SA’s development 
because it catalyses the involvement of a range of other sectors. - Photo: Eddie Mtsweni
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says and notes that some of the 
most popular skills they pro-
vide, including through service 
providers, are road construction 
technology, commercial farm-
ing, as well as admin and com-
puter literacy.  

The mining industry has 
fully embraced Artificial Intel-
ligence, and Mashongoane says 
the industry now helps provide 
training for the operation of ro-
bots that can be fitted with cam-
eras and used for underground 
exploration without putting 
workers at risk.  

The MQA offers elaborate 
training, including simulated 
machinery training to prevent 
actual damage as well as mock 
mines, for students to take part 
in an actual production process 
in a supervised environment.  

Last year, the MQA, along-
side the Transport Education 
and Training Authority and 
Chemical Industries Education 

and Training Authority, estab-
lished the Green Hydrogen Cen-
tre of Excellence at the Council 
for Scientific and Industrial Re-
search in Pretoria.  

Mashongoane notes that 
while each of the SETAs is look-
ing for skills for their own sec-
tors, pooling resources to offer 
common training for green hy-
drogen makes sense. “We have 
to collaborate; we cannot con-
tinue training in silos,” he says.  

The MQA also recognises the 
need to provide training that 
prepares workers for the Just 
Energy Transition, as mining 
will be one of the most affected 
sectors through the closure of 
coal mines. Some of the training 
includes reskilling electricians 
to become solar technicians, for 
example.  

Mashongoane recently had 
an opportunity to attend the 
Post-School Education and 
Training Strategy session with 

Higher Education and Training 
Minister Buti Manamela, and 
what he took away was that the 
system is under pressure and 
needs to expand.  

This is because of the pipe-
line of learners who passed ma-
tric, with about 900 000 writing 
last year. The increasing pass 
rates, as well as that of bachelor’s 
passes, means that universities, 
TVET Colleges and SETAs must 
expand their capacity.  

Manamela says SETAs pro-
vided 350,000 training 

opportunities last year. The uni-
versity system, which accommo-
dated 400,000 students in 1994, 
currently has a population of 
1,1 million. But Mashongoane 
notes that even more is required 
and that 26 public universities 
are not enough for a middle-in-
come developing country.  

Mashongoane is unperturbed 
by talk that SETAs should be 

closed, including by people like 
politician Mmusi Maimane. 
“Our SETA system is the envy of 
other people around the world,” 
he says of his time serving on 
the skills development work-
stream of the International La-
bour Organisation. 

He argues that SETAs have ac-
cumulated a body of knowledge 
that is invaluable and would be 
difficult to replicate, including 
by the private sector. He is dis-
mayed by academics who pro-
duce reports that support the 
call to close down SETAs when 
SETAs fund a quarter of their 
student population. “You need 
a dedicated body to coordinate 
the skills development,” he says.  

Mashongoane is a trained 
Fitter and Turner whose career 
spans almost 40 years across 
industry, government and aca-
demia. He started in the auto-
motive industry in the 1980s and 
worked his way up to become an 

instructor and eventually a lec-
turer. He went on to become a 
Deputy CEO at Further Educa-
tion and Training institutions, 
now called TVET Colleges. He 
has worked in government, in-
cluding as a Director at the Na-
tional Skills Authority and had 
oversight of SETAs. He took up 
his current role in 2021.  

He described the current 
outlook for the mining sector 
as “stable despite challenges 
around the globe”. He says the 
rally in the gold price, which 
has seen it double over the past 
year and touch a record $5,500 
an ounce, will spur demand for 
other metals and hopefully at-
tract investors.  

When that happens, he has to 
be ready to supply the required 
skills.  

Lifesaver: Robot dogs like this one, pictured at the 2022 Mining Indaba, are transforming mining safety by navigating hazardous, confined, or unstable underground envi-
ronments to perform autonomous inspections, monitor air quality, and scan for structural risks. - Photo: Supplied

The MQA congratulates the Matric Class of 2025 on your top-class pass rate  — Dr Thabo Mashongoane
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MY FAVOURITE TEACHER

Snuki Zikalala on studying in Bulgaria: 
discipline, language and survival
SIMON NARE

For African National Con-
gress veteran Dr Snuki Zi-
kalala, studying at Sofia Uni-

versity in Bulgaria, in southeast 
Europe, required a combination of 
determination, commitment and 
discipline.

Studying in a foreign country 
always comes with disadvantages, 
but in the Balkan nation, the odds 
were stacked against Zikalala and a 
host of other students from Africa 
and the rest of the world who had 
enrolled at the institution.

Because Zikalala and his peers 
could not speak the language, they 
had to spend a whole year learning 
Bulgarian, as teaching was con-
ducted strictly in the language. To 
this day, Zikalala can speak and 
write Bulgarian fluently.

He speaks with deep admiration 
and gratitude about how much he 
benefited from the country’s edu-
cation system. He was also struck 
by the enthusiasm of Bulgarians to 
learn about South Africa, which 
was then under the apartheid re-
gime.

He recalls that there were about 
100 South African students en-
rolled at the university, alongside 
others from Africa and South 
America.

“Their education system was 
very good compared to our Bantu 
Education. It was at a much higher 
level than what we had back home. 
Bulgaria was an agrarian country, 
meaning it was largely rural,” he 
said.

“They later developed into a 
modern country, so education was 
very important to them. I think 
we benefited a lot, those of us who 
studied there, even though South 
Africa, in terms of industry, was far 
more advanced at the time.”

Zikalala noted that South Afri-
ca’s industrial development at the 
time mainly benefited the white 
minority, while Bulgaria, with the 
support of the Soviet Union as 
it was then known, transformed 
into a modern society within a few 
years.

He explained that during the 
first year, students from across 

the world were placed together in 
a single class and taught Bulgarian 
as if they were toddlers. Only after 
one or two years, once they had 
grasped the language, were they 
enrolled in their respective cours-
es. For Zikalala, that course was 
journalism.

“You had to speak the language 
to understand. What also encour-
aged us was the knowledge that we 
never had these opportunities back 

home. We told ourselves that we 
were here, given an opportunity by 
this country and its people, so we 
had to study hard,” he said.

“We had no time for fun or par-
ties. We did not allow ourselves 
to party during the week or at 
weekends. We had a strict regime 
among our students. We had come 
to study, and we had to go back 
qualified and better people, so that 
we could impart that knowledge to 
our people back home.”

Zikalala said the experience 
was not easy. The challenges were 
so severe that some students com-
mitted suicide, overwhelmed by 
the distance from home, the lack 
of communication with family and 
loved ones, and the harsh weather 
conditions. Winter temperatures 
dropped to as low as minus 30 de-
grees Celsius.

Despite this, students perse-
vered because opportunities to 
study back home were scarce. That 
hardship forged lasting bonds 
among students from South Africa 
and neighbouring countries such 
as Lesotho and Zimbabwe.

The local population was largely 
supportive, although many Bulgar-
ians had never seen a black person 
before. Their fascination was such 
that some wanted to touch the stu-

dents’ skin to see if it was real.
“Some of them were seeing a 

black person for the first time. 
Some wanted to touch our skin. 
They thought we had charcoal 
on our bodies, and when they 
touched, there was nothing — just 
skin. For us, it was a good experi-
ence, a very good experience,” he 
said.

The group that Zikalala studied 
with has maintained strong 

ties with Bulgaria, and whenev-
er a new Bulgarian ambassador is 
deployed to Pretoria, they make a 
point of meeting and speaking to 
them in Bulgarian.

Zikalala regards education as a 
vital tool for development and be-
lieves teachers play a critical role in 
shaping both students and society.

“Teachers are very important 
to society because they encourage 
students to study and pursue their 
ambitions. They help students un-
derstand that even though there 
are ups and downs, the most im-
portant thing is grasping the con-
tent of what they are studying,” he 
said.

Zikalala urged students in high-
er education to put their studies 
first in everything they do, stress-
ing that an educated youth is es-

sential for the country’s future.

My favourite teacher Q & A with 
Snuki Zikalala

 
Q: What is the name of your fa-
vourite teacher?
A: Mrs Slavovar.
Q: What is the name of the insti-
tution you attended at the time?
A: Sofia University, Bulgaria.
Q: What were your favourite sub-
jects there?
A: History, social sciences and eth-
ical journalism.
Q: How did your favourite teach-
er endear herself to you?
A: She wanted to know more about 
South Africa, what apartheid was, 
and how it was affecting the coun-
try.
Q: What did you most like about 
your favourite teacher?
A: She was a knowledgeable pro-
fessor and had a strong interest in 
African studies.
Q: Did this influence your choice 
of career?
A: Yes, in a big way. When I did my 
thesis on SABC apartheid propa-
ganda, she wanted to know more 
and encouraged deeper engage-
ment with the subject.
Q: What was the one phrase from 
your teacher that inspired you?

A: If one works hard and studies 
hard, one will achieve what one 
wants.
Q: Why are teachers so important 
to society?
A: Teachers are important because 
it is through them that students 
learn, develop understanding, and 
can excel in the subjects they are 
studying.
Q: What advice do you have for 
learners today?
A: They must study very hard be-
cause the more educated you are, 
the better you are for the country 
and for yourself. Life changes daily, 
and the world needs young people 
who are well educated, well-skilled, 
and able to interpret the world we 
live in today.
Q: While at school, did you imag-
ine ending up where you are to-
day, and why is it important to 
believe in one’s dream?
A: Believing in your dream is im-
portant because it gives you pur-
pose and direction, even when cir-
cumstances are difficult.
Q: Lastly, any advice for teachers?
A: Teachers also need to further 
their studies and help students in-
terpret the world better. If a teacher 
does not improve their qualifica-
tions, their knowledge does not 
improve either.

Disciplined: Dr Snuki Zikalala spent a year in Bulgaria learning the country’s language before starting his university course. He still 
speaks Bulgarian fluently. - Photo: Antoine de Ras
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QCTO — accredited occupational 
qualifications boost employability
AKANI NKUNA

Q uality Council for 
Trades and Occupa-
tions (QCTO) Chief 

Executive Officer Vijayen 
Naidoo says occupational 
qualifications significantly 
improve employability and are 
key to addressing South Af-
rica’s stubbornly high unem-
ployment rate.

Speaking to Inside Educa-
tion, Naidoo said the lack of 
work experience remains a 
major barrier to employment, 
arguing that occupational 
qualifications help close this 
gap by integrating practical 
training into learning.

“We have a high unemploy-
ment rate in the country. Many 
learners cannot secure em-
ployment because they have 
no work experience. Our qual-
ifications ensure that learners 
have work experience and are 
work-ready,” he said.

“You can come to the 
QCTO and do an occupational 
qualification and be employ-
able — often more employable 
than a university graduate. We 
integrate real practicals and 
workplace experience so that 
when you are employed, you 
can prove you have the com-
petency required for the job.”

The QCTO is responsi-
ble for overseeing the Oc-
cupational Qualifications 
Sub-Framework. Its mandate 
includes developing occupa-
tional qualifications and skills 
programmes, accrediting pub-
lic and private providers, and 
ensuring compliance with 
standards set out in the Skills 
Development Act.

The entity also monitors 
the delivery of qualifications 
at accredited institutions, in-
cluding assessments and certi-
fications of learners.

Naidoo encouraged learn-
ers to consider alternatives 
to the traditional universi-
ty route, saying occupational 
qualifications offer diverse ca-

reer pathways and meaningful 
workplace exposure aligned 
with current labour market 
needs.

He noted that many univer-
sities face capacity constraints, 
leaving qualifying students 
without placement, and said 
occupational qualifications 
present a viable and practical 

alternative.
“We have a wide range of 

qualification types on offer. 
Learners who qualify for uni-
versity but don’t get in can 
enrol in occupational quali-
fications. At present, we have 
more than 900 occuational 
qualifications and over 300 
skills programmes to choose 

from,” Naidoo said.
Popular options include 

Certificates in Project Man-
agement, Hairdresser, Ear-
ly Childhood Development, 
Health Promotion Officer, and 
various trades like Electrician, 
Boilermaker and Tool Maker. 

The QCTO has also accred-
ited community colleges offer-
ing short skills programmes 
ranging from two weeks to a 
month. These programmes — 
covering areas such as basic 
welding, sewing and baking 
— are open to all age groups. 
Learners who demonstrate 
aptitude can progress to high-
er-level studies beyond basic 
skills.

While acknowledging chal-
lenges in attracting learners, 
Naidoo said enrolments have 
grown steadily over the past 
two years. He attributed this 
to the broad range of qual-
ifications available and the 
QCTO’s focus on identifying 
industry skills gaps and re-
sponding accordingly.

He emphasised that occu-
pational learning caters 

for learners from diverse aca-
demic backgrounds, including 
those without matric, offer-
ing them a second chance at 
building a professional career.

“Even learners who are 
struggling at school or have 
dropped out can enter occu-
pational qualifications at NQF 
levels 1, 2 and 3, become em-
ployable, and still have the 
opportunity to return and fur-
ther their studies,” he said.

Naidoo also highlighted 
measures to combat bogus in-
stitutions, including verifying 
and shutting down unregis-
tered providers and qualifi-
cations. However, he stressed 
that communities, parents and 
learners also have a responsi-
bility to help curb the prob-
lem.

He urged prospective stu-
dents to conduct thorough re-
search before enrolling.

“Learners must check that 
the institution is registered 
and accredited by the QCTO. 
They must also verify that 
the qualification itself is reg-
istered on the NQF — either 
on the QCTO platform or the 
SAQA platform,” Naidoo said.

Wide choice: Quality Council for Trades and Occupations Chief Executive Officer, Mr Vijayen Naidoo, 
says the QCTO has registered more than 900 occupational qualifications, including new and emerging 
programmes that support the Just Energy Transition. - Photo: Eddie Mtsweni

Occupational 
qualifications 

offered through 
QCTO‑accredited 
Skills Development 
Providers can make 
you employable — 
in many cases even 
more employable 

than some university 
graduates.

“

“
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AFTER SCHOOL

This coming year marks a turning point
BUTI MANAMELA

Every January, we speak 
about higher education as 
though it were a neutral 

system that simply needs to open 
its doors wider. But for millions of 
young South Africans, post-school 
education is not a neutral space. It 
is where hope either consolidates 
or collapses. It is where the prom-
ise of democracy either becomes 
tangible or feels indefinitely de-
ferred. 

As the country enters the new 
year, the post-school education 
and training system stands at a 
point where incremental reform 
is no longer sufficient. What is 
required now is a decisive shift in 
purpose, scale and alignment.

South Africa produces close to 
one million matriculants a year, 
with pass rates that have steadily 
improved over the past decade. Yet 
only a fraction of those who pass 
are absorbed into post-school in-
stitutions immediately following 
matric. Universities collectively 
enrol just over one million stu-
dents, while TVET colleges enrol 
under 600,000, and community 
education and training colleges re-
main below 300,000. 

At the same time, more than 
three million young people be-
tween the ages of 15 and 24 are 
not in employment, education or 
training, and youth unemploy-
ment for those under 35 remains 
above 40%. This is the central con-
tradiction of our moment: rising 
educational attainment alongside 
deepening exclusion from oppor-
tunity.

The task for the year ahead is, 
therefore, not simply to expand 
access, but to redefine what access 
means. A post-school system must 
be judged by whether it creates 
credible pathways into work, fur-
ther learning and economic par-
ticipation. 

Too many young people enter 
institutions without a clear sense of 
where their studies will take them, 
and too many leave with quali-
fications that are disconnected 
from labour market demand. This 
disconnect is costly, both socially 
and economically. It entrenches 
inequality, fuels frustration and 
weakens confidence in the state’s 
ability to translate education into 
opportunity.

The approach being pursued in 
the new year is grounded in the 
recognition that post-school edu-
cation must be treated as part of 
the country’s growth and inclusion 
strategy. The Growth and Inclu-
sion (GAIN) agenda emphasises 
energy, infrastructure, manufac-
turing, digitalisation, agro-pro-
cessing and the oceans economy 
as drivers of economic expansion 

and job creation. 
Each of these sectors has ex-

plicit skills implications, from arti-
sans and technicians to engineers, 
technologists, data specialists and 
managers. Aligning post-school 
education to these growth nodes is 
a precondition for success.

Projections show that infra-
structure investment alone, if 
properly sequenced and executed, 
could unlock hundreds of thou-
sands of jobs over the medium 
term. Energy expansion and grid 
maintenance require electricians, 
millwrights and technicians at 
scale. Construction and infra-
structure programmes require 
artisans, site supervisors and en-
gineers. 

Digital transformation across 
both public and private sectors 
is driving demand for software 
developers, data analysts and 
cybersecurity specialists, while 
agro-processing and food secu-
rity depend on skills in agricul-
tural science, logistics and quality 
assurance. Without a post-school 
system capable of supplying these 
skills in sufficient numbers and at 
the right quality, growth targets 
will remain aspirational rather 
than real.

This is why the year ahead plac-
es strong emphasis on occupation-
al and skills-based programmes, 
work-integrated learning and 
apprenticeships. Evidence con-
sistently shows that young people 
who receive workplace exposure 
as part of their training are signifi-
cantly more likely to find employ-
ment within a year of complet-
ing their studies. Yet historically, 
workplace learning has been un-
even, fragmented and often treat-

ed as an afterthought. 
The intention now is to make it 

central. Over the next three years, 
the system aims to scale workplace 
placements, learnerships and ap-
prenticeships to levels that mean-
ingfully affect youth absorption, 
with particular focus on priority 
sectors. 

Infrastructure, often over-
looked in policy debates, has 
emerged as one of the most bind-
ing constraints on progress. Many 
institutions simply do not have the 
lecture halls, workshops, laborato-
ries, residences or digital connec-
tivity required to expand enrol-
ments or modernise programmes. 
This has direct consequences for 
access, quality and resilience. 

The new year, therefore, marks a 
deliberate shift toward treating 

physical and digital infrastructure 
as strategic enablers of growth. A 
system-wide baseline is being es-
tablished to identify where capac-
ity exists, where it is constrained 
and where targeted investment can 
unlock the greatest impact within 
a twelve to thirty-six-month hori-
zon.

This matters not only for enrol-
ment growth, but for equity. Infra-
structure backlogs are often most 
acute in historically disadvantaged 
institutions and rural areas, pre-
cisely where unmet demand is 
highest. Addressing these gaps is 
essential if post-school expansion 
is to support inclusion rather than 
reproduce existing inequalities. 

It also matters for system stabil-
ity. Digital infrastructure, power 
resilience and student accommo-
dation are no longer peripheral 
concerns. They determine wheth-

er institutions can function during 
disruptions, whether students can 
complete their studies, and wheth-
er public investment delivers re-
turns.

Institutional reform is another 
unavoidable part of the agenda. 
Student funding and skills devel-
opment institutions play a decisive 
role in shaping access and out-
comes, yet both have faced gover-
nance and operational challenges 
in recent years. Stabilising and re-
forming these institutions is about 
restoring trust and ensuring that 
resources reach students and pro-
grammes when they are needed. 

Work continues to strengthen 
governance, improve systems and 
align funding more closely with 
completion and progression rath-
er than enrolment alone. Interna-
tional evidence suggests that even 
modest improvements in funding 
efficiency and predictability can 
have outsized effects on student 
success, particularly for first-gen-
eration students.

Community education and 
training colleges occupy a particu-
larly important place in the strat-
egy for the year ahead. They are 
central to addressing the needs of 
young people and adults who have 
been excluded from formal path-
ways. Expanding CET provision, 
particularly in skills-oriented and 
foundational programmes linked 
to local economic activity, offers 
one of the most direct ways to re-
duce the NEET (Not in Education, 
Employment, or Training) popu-
lation. 

International comparisons 
show that countries that invest se-
riously in second-chance and adult 
education achieve better long-

term labour market outcomes and 
social cohesion, even if immediate 
employment effects take time to 
materialise.

Underlying all of this is a shift 
in how success is measured. The 
post-school system can no longer 
rely primarily on inputs as indi-
cators of progress. Enrolments, 
budgets and buildings remain im-
portant, but they do not tell the 
full story. The year ahead places 
increasing emphasis on outcomes: 
completion rates, progression, 
workplace exposure, employment 
and enterprise creation. 

This is not about reducing ed-
ucation to narrow economic met-
rics, but about recognising that in 
a society marked by mass unem-
ployment, education must demon-
strate tangible social and econom-
ic value. Transparency, regular 
reporting and clear targets are es-
sential to rebuilding public confi-
dence and ensuring that reforms 
translate into lived improvements.

The projected impact of this 
approach, if implemented 

with discipline and coordination, 
is significant. Within the GAIN 
framework, improved alignment 
between skills supply and growth 
sectors could meaningfully reduce 
skills bottlenecks that currently 
constrain investment and produc-
tivity. 

Over three years, targeted in-
frastructure investment and pro-
gramme alignment could unlock 
tens of thousands of additional 
training places, increase artisan 
output toward national targets, 
and improve labour market ab-
sorption for young people enter-
ing the system. While post-school 
education alone cannot solve un-
employment, its contribution to 
growth, inclusion and social sta-
bility is indispensable.

Ultimately, the year ahead is 
about choosing coherence over 
fragmentation and delivery over 
rhetoric. Post-school education 
must be understood not as a col-
lection of institutions competing 
for scarce resources, but as a single 
system serving a national purpose. 
That purpose is clear: to equip 
South Africans, particularly the 
young, with the capabilities to par-
ticipate meaningfully in a chang-
ing economy and a democratic 
society. 

If the reforms now underway 
are carried through with resolve, 
the coming year can mark a turn-
ing point where post-school ed-
ucation begins to close the gap 
between promise and reality, and 
where growth and inclusion cease 
to be competing ideas and start to 
reinforce one another. 

Buti Manamela is the Minister 
of Higher Education and Training.

Time for action: Buti Manamela,  the Minister of Higher Education and Training, says a decisive shift 
in purpose, scale and alignment of the post-school education and training sector is needed in 2026.
- Photo: Eddie Mtsweni
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YOUR SKILLS 
BECOME YOUR SUPERPOWER
EWSETA is changing lives by opening doors to careers in 
South Africa’s energy and water sectors, with a strong focus 
on youth, women and rural communities. Our work goes beyond 
compliance. It builds opportunity, unlocks potential and is 
redefining what a SETA can be.

If you want a career that powers cities, delivers clean water, 
protects the environment and shapes South Africa’s future, 
this is where you start.

The Energy and Water Sector Education and Training 
Authority (EWSETA) develops practical, work-ready skills 
through learnerships, apprenticeships, internships and technical 
training. These programmes give young people access to high-
impact, future-focused industries and real career pathways.

CAREERS THAT POWER ENERGY
From generating and distributing electricity to installing and maintaining 
renewable energy systems such as solar, wind and hydrogen, energy careers place 
you at the centre of South Africa’s transition to cleaner, smarter power. You could work 
with modern power and energy technologies that keep homes, businesses and industries running.

CAREERS THAT SECURE WATER
From collecting, treating and purifying water to operating wastewater treatment works and maintaining water and sanitation infrastructure, 
water careers protect public health, support communities and safeguard the environment. Together, these sectors need skilled electricians, 
plumbers, water process controllers, technicians, renewable energy installers, artisans and technologists to secure South Africa’s energy and 
water future.
 
WHAT YOU NEED TO SUCCEED 
Most energy and water careers require Mathematics and Physical Sciences. These subjects help you understand how systems work, how to 
measure accurately, how to work safely and how to solve technical problems.

WHERE TO STUDY
University is one pathway, but it is not the only one. TVET colleges offer practical, hands-on training linked directly to workplace needs. 
Many programmes lead into apprenticeships, learnerships and artisan trade tests, allowing you to earn while you learn and build respected 
qualifications.

EWSETA’s 2025–2030 strategy focuses on credible skills planning, innovative skills delivery, high-performance and strong support for 
SMMEs, aligned to South Africa’s development priorities. Creativity, innovation and passion can change South Africa’s energy and water 
landscape — and influence the world. Skills that power energy and protect water — careers that shape the future.

SCAN THE QR CODE to visit our career portal or visit www.ewseta.org.za

CALL US AT +27 11 274-4700
EMAIL: info@ewseta.org.za
OFFICE HOURS: Mon - Fri: 8:00AM - 4:30PM
HEAD OFFICE: 22 Wellington Road Parktown, Johannesburg
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TETA TAKES A STAKEHOLDER-DRIVEN 
APPROACH TO SKILLS DEVELOPMENT
IN THE TRANSPORT SECTOR

THAPELO MOLEFE

The Transport Education and Training Authori-
ty (TETA) has launched a nationwide series of 
high-level Stakeholder Engagement sessions, 

with its Chief Executive Officer, Dr Maphefo An-
no-Frempong, emphasising a decisive shift towards 
a more consultative, stakeholder-driven approach to 
skills development in the transport sector.

The engagements commenced in Gauteng, before 
moving to Cape Town and Durban. Anno-Frempong 
said the sequencing reflected the concentration of 
transport operations and companies in these areas.

“The transport sector is structured in a way that 
Gauteng, the Western Cape and KwaZulu-Natal carry 
the bulk of transport activity,” she said. 

“That is where most companies are based and where 
operations are initiated, which makes it critical for us 
to begin our engagements there.”

Anno-Frempong said the stakeholder sessions form 
part of TETA’s broader effort to align its strategic di-
rection with industry needs, following a comprehen-
sive strategy evaluation that assessed the authority’s 
performance, impact and relevance over the past five 
years.

“We undertook research to ask stakeholders wheth-
er our strategy was making sense, whether it was hav-
ing an impact, and what we should improve,” she said. 

“One of the strongest findings was that the industry 
wants deeper and more meaningful engagement, and 
that stakeholders want to contribute directly to shap-
ing our strategy.”

Anno-Frempong explained that while the evalua-

tion showed that a significant majority of stakeholders 
felt valued by TETA, recurring concerns were raised 
around accreditation processes, communication, and 
the complexity of discretionary grant applications and 
reporting requirements.

“As an organisation that listens, we have to respond 
where we can,” Anno-Frempong said. “These engage-
ments are part of that response.”

The CEO outlined that TETA’s revised five-year 
strategy is built on five pillars, with four requiring 

active stakeholder participation. These include sup-
porting small, medium and micro enterprises, revenue 
diversification, innovation in the transport sector, and 
strengthening partnerships across public and private 
institutions.

“The transport sector is made up of about 90% SM-
MEs,” she said. “If we are not investing in SMMEs, 
then we are not investing where the majority of our 
stakeholders are.”

She added that revenue diversification has become 
increasingly important as the demand for trans-
port-related skills grows, while funding from the skills 
levy remains limited.

“We need to do more with limited resources, and 
that requires partnerships and co-investment,” An-
no-Frempong said.

Innovation, she noted, is also central to the sector’s 
future sustainability.

“The transport sector is changing rapidly, driven by 
technology and new operating models,” she said. 

“Innovation requires skills, and skills development 

cannot happen in isolation. It requires collaboration 
with universities, TVET colleges, business schools, 
government departments and industry players.”

Anno-Frempong said the current stakeholder en-
gagements also reflect a structural shift in how TETA 
engages with industry, following feedback calling for 
stronger strategic leadership from governance struc-
tures.

“The industry was very clear that they want to hear 
the voice of the board together with the CEO on stra-
tegic matters,” she said. 

“That is why these engagements are board-led and 
focused on strategy, policy and long-term vision, rath-
er than operational issues.”

She stressed that the sessions were not designed 
to deliver announcements, but to gather insights and 
solutions from stakeholders.

“We are here to listen, to build trust, to secure buy-
in and to create together,” Anno-Frempong said.

Anno-Frempong said TETA remains committed to 
refining its systems, improving communication 

and ensuring that its programmes continue to produce 
work-ready beneficiaries who can contribute mean-
ingfully to the transport sector.

“Our focus is impact,” she said. “Doing fewer things 
better, in partnership with our stakeholders, and en-
suring that skills development translates into real eco-
nomic and employment outcomes.”

Further stakeholder engagements are expected to 
continue as TETA rolls out its revised engagement 
model nationally.

Strategic alignment: Dr Maphefo Anno-Frempong, TETA’s Chief Executive Officer, speaks at the Stakeholder Engagement Sessions at the Birchwood Hotel in Boksburg. 
- Photo: Eddie Mtsweni
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THEMBA DLAMINI: TETA CHAIRPERSON 
MEASURES SUCCESS BY IMPACT, 
NOT APPLAUSE
THAPELO MOLEFE

When Themba Dlamini speaks about leader-
ship, there is little room for ambiguity. He 
talks in numbers, in evidence, in outcomes 

that can be tracked and defended. For the newly 
elected chairperson of the Transport Education and 
Training Authority (TETA) Board, credibility is not 
built through promises or polished speeches, but 
through delivery that leaves a visible impact.

Dlamini assumes the TETA board chairmanship 
at a time when the skills development landscape is 
under intense scrutiny. SETAs continue to face public 
scepticism, governance pressures and rising expecta-
tions to demonstrate value in an economy struggling 
with low growth and high unemployment. 

For Dlamini, the task ahead is clear: Stabilise gov-
ernance, restore confidence, and ensure that every 
rand spent translates into measurable impact for the 
transport sector and the broader economy.

With more than 30 years of experience in the pub-
lic sector and over 15 years of board-level leadership, 
Dlamini brings a depth of institutional memory that 
few can rival. His career spans executive leadership, 
regulatory oversight, national planning and skills de-
velopment. 

He has served as chief executive officer of major 
public institutions, including the Construction Ed-
ucation and Training Authority, the Media Develop-
ment and Diversity Agency, the National Gambling 
Board, the Public Protector of South Africa, and the 
Performing Arts Centre of the Free State. 

He has also chaired and served on boards and au-
dit committees across government entities, including 
Statistics SA, QCTO, the National Library of South 
Africa and the National Heritage Council.

This breadth of experience shapes his approach to 
TETA. His priority, he says, is governance — specifi-
cally, audit outcomes.

“Even if an organisation looks good financially, 
the real question is whether it has a clean or unqual-
ified audit,” Dlamini says. 

“If not, you go to the root causes. You do not man-
age symptoms. You manage the problem.”

At TETA, that means confronting weaknesses in 
supply chain management and discretionary grant 
funding head-on. These areas, he notes, are histor-
ically vulnerable to maladministration across the 
SETA system. 

His directive to the audit and risk committee is 
uncompromising. Resolve findings, close gaps and 
move decisively towards a clean audit, but not one 
that only exists on paper.

“I am not interested in a clean audit without im-
pact,” he says. “Impact must be measurable. It must 
be felt in the sector, in the quality of training, and in 
employment outcomes.”

Central to Dlamini’s leadership philosophy is a 
strict separation between governance and adminis-
tration. As board chairperson, he sees his role as pro-
viding firm, independent oversight while respecting 
the authority of the accounting officer.

“I will never interfere in operations,” he says. “I 
have been on both sides, as a CEO and as a board 
chair. Oversight must be real, but it must not collapse 
into micromanagement.”

At the same time, he emphasises accessibility and 
honesty. He describes an open-door relationship 
with management, where issues are raised early, not 
when systems begin to fail. Transparency, ethical 

leadership and evidence-based decision-making are 
non-negotiables.

That same standard extends to staff and labour 
relations. Dlamini is openly critical of a compli-
ance-driven culture that prioritises ticking boxes 
over real development.

“Having interns or learners is just the beginning,” 
he says. “If someone completes an internship, they 
must leave with skills, direction and a pathway into 
employment. Otherwise, we are failing them.”

His engagement with TETA staff, including or-
ganised labour, reflects this thinking. He challenges 
unions to demonstrate value beyond wage negotia-
tions and encourages officials to see themselves as 
ambassadors of the institution, not occupants of po-
sitions. Career stagnation, he argues, is a risk to both 
individuals and organisations.

“You cannot have people sitting in the same posi-
tion for 15 or 20 years without a development plan,” 
he says. 

“Succession planning, coaching and hand-holding 
are essential. Skills development starts in your own 
backyard.”

Beyond the institution, Dlamini is placing strong 
emphasis on stakeholder engagement. Under his 
leadership, TETA has rolled out provincial engage-
ments across the country, not as ceremonial exercises 
but as platforms for accountability and dialogue.

“These engagements are about over-communicat-
ing,” he explains. “We must explain how decisions 
are made, especially around discretionary grants. 
Stakeholders must understand the criteria, and they 
must also challenge us where the system is too rigid 
or unclear.”

He is acutely aware of the reputational damage 

SETAs have suffered over the years, often accused of 
favouritism or poor governance. Ongoing investiga-
tions within the sector, including at TETA, reinforce 
the need for openness and patience with due process.

“You wait for facts,” he says. “You do not speculate. 
You act based on evidence.”

Dlamini is equally firm on the strategic role TETA 
must play in strengthening the link between edu-
cation and the labour market, particularly through 
TVET colleges and community education colleges. 
Drawing on his experience as former chairperson of 
QCTO, he stresses alignment between qualifications, 
industry needs and quality assurance.

“TVETs are often underestimated,” he says. “In 
many cases, they offer better employment prospects 
than traditional academic routes. But the qualifica-
tions must be relevant, current and properly aligned 
to QCTO standards.”

As the national conversation turns to the future of 
SETAs beyond 2030, Dlamini rejects calls for their 
abolition. He argues that the system has evolved 
through multiple national skills development strat-
egies and continues to play a critical role in support-
ing small and medium enterprises, which remain the 
country’s largest employers.

“If there is maladministration, deal with it,” he 
says. “But do not destroy an entire institution be-
cause of governance failures in specific cases. Solu-
tions must be targeted and evidence-based.”

Underlying all of Dlamini’s views is a strong be-
lief in integrated planning. Skills development, eco-
nomic growth, infrastructure, safety and innovation, 
he argues, cannot be addressed in isolation. In the 
transport sector, this means confronting issues of 
road safety, regulatory compliance and technological 
change with urgency and realism.

He is candid about the country’s economic con-
straints, noting that low growth limits opportu-

nities for large-scale employment absorption. Yet he 
remains optimistic that disciplined planning, quality 
training and partnerships can unlock progress.

“Money is not the only problem,” he says. “Capaci-
ty, execution and accountability matter just as much.”

Dlamini’s academic grounding reinforces his prag-
matic approach. He holds a Master of Arts in Devel-
opment Economics from Williams College in the 
United States and an Honours degree in Economics, 
cum laude, from Howard University. His early career 
included research, teaching and development finance 
work, experiences that continue to inform his poli-
cy-oriented mindset.

Despite his formidable résumé, he resists the lan-
guage of legacy.

“I do not talk about legacy,” he says. “I talk about 
footprint. Where were we when we started, and 
where are we now?”

At TETA, that footprint will be measured in im-
proved governance, credible stakeholder relation-
ships and skills programmes that translate into real 
jobs and safer, more efficient transport systems. For 
Dlamini, leadership is not about comfort or popu-
larity. It is about finishing what you start, standing 
by the facts, and being prepared to account for every 
decision.

And if there is one thing he makes clear to stake-
holders and partners alike, it is this: claims mean 
nothing without proof.

“My middle name is Thomas,” he says, with a 
smile, alluding to the doubting disciple. “If you say 
you have done something, I will ask to see it.”

Wealth of experience: TETA Chairperson Themba 
Dlamini has served as chief executive officer of ma-
jor public institutions and also chaired and served 
on boards and audit committees across several gov-
ernment entities. - Photo: Eddie Mtsweni
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TETA BOARD TACKLES SKILLS GAPS TO 
EMPOWER SA’S TRANSPORT SECTOR

THAPELO MOLEFE

South Africa’s transport sector is a critical driver of the 
economy, yet a growing skills mismatch threatens to 
hold back its full potential.

The Transport Education and Training Authority (TETA) 
is addressing this challenge head-on, with its board leading a 
strategic push to ensure training aligns with market demand 
and creates real employment opportunities.

TETA board member Thabang Molefe highlighted a strik-
ing gap in current training programmes, particularly in the 
maritime sector. While coastal regions like Port Elizabeth and 
East London serve as significant hubs for vessel activity, local 
young people often lack access to relevant skills programmes. 
Conversely, inland institutions offer maritime training in ar-
eas without practical industry exposure.

“This is a clear mismatch between available training and 
market needs,” Molefe said.

“TETA is prioritising curriculum development that meets 
the actual requirements of the industry. Our goal is that learn-
ers acquire skills that make them employable and capable of 
creating jobs, not just completing a course.”

Molefe added that TETA is also working to incentivise 
training providers to link learning directly to employment 
opportunities.

“We want to ensure that graduates are not only trained for 
today’s economy but are prepared to respond to future de-
mands, such as emerging technologies and green skills,” he 
said.

Board member Irvin Phenyane emphasised the impor-
tance of innovation and forward-looking thinking in the 
sector. He explained that training must now combine com-
pliance with creativity and adaptability to meet evolving de-
mands.

“Universities and TVET colleges must innovate, not just 
replicate old programmes,” Phenyane said.

“For instance, road freight, passenger transport, maritime 
and aviation sectors need learners to engage with electric ve-
hicles, drones, cybersecurity, and green technologies. Skills 
development cannot remain static; it must anticipate the fu-
ture.”

Phenyane also pointed to systemic challenges in the trans-
port sector that make strategic training even more crucial.

“Transport is expensive and underprovided in South Afri-
ca, and that constrains economic growth,” he said.

“By equipping learners with the right skills, TETA ensures 
they can take advantage of opportunities and contribute to 

sector development, whether in freight, ports, or emerging 
green technologies.”

Supporting small and medium-sized enterprises is anoth-
er key priority for the board. Molefe explained that SMMEs 
represent the backbone of the sector and require tailored sup-
port to compete alongside larger conglomerates.

TETA is refining its resource distribution and funding 
mechanisms to ensure fairness and proportionality 

across provinces and industry players.
“By enabling new entrants and smaller players to thrive, 

we strengthen the sector and stimulate economic growth 
where it is most needed,” Molefe said.

TETA’s five-year strategic plan is built around four pillars: 
supporting SMMEs, revenue diversification, innovation in 
the transport sector, and strengthening partnerships.

Organisational excellence underpins all these pillars, en-
suring that programmes are delivered efficiently, sustainably, 
and with measurable impact.

Phenyane noted that TETA’s approach extends to prepar-
ing the workforce for the green economy.

“Reducing carbon footprints and adopting sustainable 
technologies is critical,” he said.

“By integrating green skills into our programmes, we are 
equipping South Africans to lead in environmentally re-
sponsible transport practices.”

Both Molefe and Phenyane emphasised that TETA 
is committed to creating training that is responsive, for-
ward-looking, and closely linked to real economic oppor-
tunities.

“Transport is an enabler for the entire economy,” Molefe 
said. “If we train the workforce correctly, we not only em-
power young people but also strengthen the sector, create 
jobs, and contribute to national growth.”

Through strategic leadership, innovation, and targeted 
support for both learners and industry, TETA is redefining 
skills development in South Africa’s transport sector, mak-
ing training relevant, impactful, and ready for the future.

Addressing the challenges: The board of the Transport Education and Training Authority ( from left to right) are Thabang Molefe, Matthew Ramosie, CEO Maphefo An-
no-Frempong, Chairperson Themba Dlamini, Roland Setlako, and Irvin Phenyane. - Photo: Eddie Mtsweni

Looking ahead: “We want to ensure that graduates 
are not only trained for today’s economy but are pre-
pared to respond to future demands, such as emerg-
ing technologies and green skills,” says TETA board 
member Thabang Molefe. - Photo: Eddie Mtsweni

Importance of innovation: TETA board member 
Irvin Phenyane says “universities and TVET colleges 
must innovate, not just replicate old programmes”. - 
Photo: Eddie Mtsweni
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TETA POSITIONS SMMES AT THE CENTRE
OF TRANSPORT SECTOR GROWTH

THAPELO MOLEFE

As South Africa confronts stubborn unemploy-
ment, economic inequality and slow growth, 
the transport sector continues to play a deci-

sive role in connecting people, markets and industries. 
At the heart of this ecosystem are small, medium and 
micro enterprises, whose sustainability and growth are 
increasingly recognised as essential to the country’s 
economic future.

The Transport Education and Training Authority 
has placed the empowerment of SMMEs at the centre 
of its strategic agenda, positioning them not as periph-
eral beneficiaries but as key drivers of transformation, 
job creation and innovation across the transport value 
chain.

This focus took centre stage during a recent high-lev-
el panel discussion on empowering SMMEs in the 
transport sector, where TETA board members, industry 
leaders and public sector stakeholders explored practi-
cal solutions to long-standing challenges facing small 
businesses.

Opening the discussion, the moderator, Nnoni 
Mohlaphuli, a brand communications and marketing 
manager at Traxtion, noted that SMME empowerment 
ranked among TETA’s top board outcomes and organi-
sational priorities, reflecting a deliberate shift towards a 
more developmental and inclusive skills ecosystem.

TETA board member Thabang Molefe said the au-
thority had repositioned itself to play a catalytic role 
within the transport economy, recognising that sus-
tainable growth depends on enabling smaller players to 
participate meaningfully.

“In many economies, SMMEs are the foundation 
of growth, innovation and employment,” Molefe said. 
“TETA has positioned itself not only as a transactional 
institution, but as a developmental partner within the 
skills ecosystem.”

Molefe explained that TETA had adopted a new 
funding architecture designed to broaden access and 
remove structural barriers that have historically ex-
cluded smaller enterprises. Central to this approach is 
proportionality, fairness and a focus on impact rather 
than size.

“It is no longer about how strong your balance sheet 
is,” he said. “It is about the cost per learner, the propor-
tional distribution of resources, and ensuring that busi-
nesses in townships, rural areas and semi-urban spaces 
can participate on equal footing.”

He added that the board had prioritised predictabili-
ty and transparency in funding processes, enabling SM-
MEs to plan with confidence and engage competitively 
alongside larger corporates.

The panel also examined sustainability as a defining 
challenge for transport SMMEs. Freight Logistics South 
Africa Association representative Kgomotso Mogale 
described sustainability as the ability of a business to 
generate consistent profits under changing conditions 
without exhausting its people or resources.

“For many SMMEs, sustainability is still a mystery,” 
Mogale said. “We know that a large number of small 
businesses dissolve within ten years, and often a single 
bad month can trigger collapse.”

He highlighted access to markets and finance as per-
sistent obstacles, noting that small firms are often ex-
pected to comply and compete like large companies, 
without access to the same resources.

Lanseria International Airport CEO Rampa Ram-
mopo reinforced the importance of sustaining SMMEs, 
citing their contribution to employment and economic 
output.

“SMMEs employ the majority of the workforce 
and contribute significantly to GDP,” Rammopo said. 
“Without them, economies do not survive.”

Rammopo said one of the most practical interven-
tions TETA could support was financial literacy and 
clearer guidance on funding pathways.

“Finance exists, but many SMMEs do not know 
where to go or how to prepare,” he said. 

“Understanding cash flow and business planning is 
often the difference between survival and failure.”

From a policy and operational perspective, South Af-
rican Airways executive Mpho Letlape stressed the 

importance of designing interventions that reflect the 
realities faced by SMMEs.

“We need to meet SMMEs where they are,” Letlape 
said. “Applying rigid compliance models without un-
derstanding context limits growth.”

She pointed to the taxi industry as South Africa’s 
largest transport SMME sector, arguing that inclusive 
solutions must recognise its scale and importance.

“Without taxis, South Africa cannot function,” she 
said. “Yet we often expect compliance without provid-
ing the capacity or support needed to achieve it.”

Responding to these concerns, Molefe said TETA 
had begun decentralising its services to bring them 
closer to communities and businesses they are intend-
ed to serve. He said the board was also reviewing the 
organisation’s strategy to ensure alignment with future 
market demands.

“One of the questions we are asking is what skills 
the market will demand five, ten and fifteen years from 
now,” Molefe said. “For example, Europe is moving 
away from petrol-powered vehicles, and South Africa 
is a major exporter to that market. Our skills strategy 

must respond to that reality.”
He added that TETA was strengthening governance 

while simultaneously levelling the playing field through 
digital systems that reduce gatekeeping and human in-
terference.

“Governance and compliance are important for sus-
tainability,” Molefe said. “But we are also digitalising 
our systems to improve transparency and access.”

A second panel discussion focused on strengthening 
partnerships within the transport sector, high-

lighting collaboration as a cornerstone of TETA’s long-
term strategy.

TETA board member and Governance and Strategy 
Committee chair Matthew Ramosie said partnerships 
with industry, academic institutions and technology 
providers were essential for building future-ready skills.

“We are not intervening for the sake of intervening,” 
Ramosie said. “We are focused on infrastructure, safety, 
compliance, AI and sustainable logistics, and identify-
ing partners who can help us deliver for the sector.”

International supply chain expert Charles Dey em-
phasised the impact of technological change, particu-
larly artificial intelligence, on the future of work.

“AI will significantly reduce routine, entry-level 
jobs,” Dey said. “This requires urgent strategic planning 
in training and skills development.”

G20 Empower representative Florence Musundwana 
highlighted the value of collaboration in building com-
petitiveness, particularly within global and continental 
trade frameworks such as the African Continental Free 
Trade Area.

“Collaboration creates access,” Musundwana said. “It 
allows us to benchmark against best practice and build 
a competitive edge.”

She added that sustainability must precede expecta-
tions of SMMEs giving back through employment and 
mentorship.

“Sustainable businesses are better positioned to con-
tribute to job creation and skills development,” she said. 

“Entrepreneurs must also see themselves as leaders 
and part of the solution to South Africa’s challenges.”

As TETA continues to refine its strategy, the discus-
sions underscored a shared commitment to building an 
inclusive, innovative and sustainable transport sector 
anchored by empowered SMMEs.

Through targeted funding, decentralised services, 
strengthened partnerships and future-focused skills 
development, TETA is positioning itself as a cata-
lyst for meaningful transformation, ensuring that 
small businesses are not only supported but enabled 
to thrive as drivers of economic growth and social 
progress.

Focused: Delegates at the TETA Stakeholder Engagement panel discussion on the importance of developing small, medium, and micro enterprises as key drivers of 
transformation, job creation, and innovation across the transport value chain. - Photos: Eddie Mtsweni
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TETA PARTNERSHIPS ACCELERATE MARITIME 
TRAINING AS DURBAN BUILDS BLUE ECONOMY 
MOMENTUM
DES ERASMUS

South Africa’s push to grow its blue economy is start-
ing to show practical, on-the-ground momentum. 

This includes Durban’s new Maritime High 
School, a first-of-its-kind Maritime Teacher Qualification, 
and partnerships between the eThekwini Maritime Cluster 
(EMC), the city and the Transport Education Training Au-
thority (TETA). 

The partnerships aim to align training with what the 
maritime industry actually needs. 

But the eThekwini Maritime Cluster (EMC) managing 
director, Zenzile Gwamanda, says those gains now need to 
be scaled urgently. 

She warned that long-standing skills gaps –  including the 
absence of core offerings such as naval architecture at local 
tertiary institutions –  will continue to limit the country’s 
ability to turn maritime policy into jobs, investment and 
globally competitive capability.

Speaking to Inside Education at a Transport Education 
Training Authority (TETA) high-level Stakeholder Engage-
ment panel discussion in Durban, Gwamanda said that the 
country’s blue-economy ambitions are being undermined 
by a very practical shortfall. 

Even in a port city, she said, local tertiary institutions have 
long failed to offer something as basic as naval architecture.  

The cluster, she said, helped mobilise partners to develop 
a naval-architecture related qualification pathway after iden-
tifying this “structural mismatch” in 2021. 

Collaborators on the project were the University of Kwa-
Zulu-Natal and Durban University of Technology, alongside 
TVET colleges. 

Support was also secured from the South African Inter-
national Maritime Institute (SAIMI) to move from curricu-
lum design to funding teacher qualifications. 

Naval architecture is critical to fostering and retaining 
skills in South Africa that will grow the maritime, and 

thus blue, economy, Gwamanda said. 
“This is where we work with the boat builders, the boat 

repairers and also the ship builders and ship repairers.  
“Currently, all our naval architects have to go abroad to 

study to become qualified naval architects.”
This skills push – a passion for Gwamanda – is necessary 

to translate the policy ambition into jobs and investment 
along the country’s vast coastline. 

According to the government, the Operation Phakisa 
oceans-economy sector could add as much as R177 billion 
to South Africa’s GDP by 2033. It could also deliver over a 
million jobs. 

But the speedy delivery of the project – promised over a 
decade ago – has not materialised. Progress in work streams 
like marine transport and manufacturing hinges on closing 
the very skills gaps that Gwamanda is confronting. 

Durban, where the EMC is based, is at the centre of that 
challenge. The city hosts the country’s largest container hub, 
and performance at key terminals is closely tied to national 
trade outcomes. 

In December 2025, Transnet signed a 25-year conces-
sion deal with Philippines-based ICTSI to upgrade Durban 
Container Terminal Pier 2 – South Africa’s busiest container 
terminal, handling over 40% of the country’s container traf-
fic –  in an effort to lift capacity and efficiency through new 
equipment and technology.

But Gwamanda told Inside Education that infrastructure 
upgrades alone will not deliver sorely needed change if the 
skills pipeline remains thin, particularly in technical fields 
that support ship repair, boat building, port engineering and 
marine manufacturing. 

“We work together to implement different programmes 
that are related to the maritime sector,” she said, describing 

the cluster as a convening platform that lines up public fund-
ing and private demand. “We provide a platform for collabo-
rative engagement between the different stakeholders.”

One of the cluster’s most immediate labour-market inter-
ventions is graduate placement, she said, which is done with 
TETA support and industry co-sourcing. 

“They fund the graduate placement… They provided the 
stipend for the graduates and then, through partnerships… 
we look for co-sourcing,” she said. 

This was a response to unemployment among the newly 
qualified who cannot get workplace exposure without place-
ments. 

But there is another gap that needs filling, said Gwaman-
da, although one less visible than a curriculum shortcoming: 
public awareness and local ownership of the maritime econ-
omy in port cities.  

“It is a fact, unfortunately, that the industry is still not re-
ally known,” she said. 

It shocked her, she said, to find there were residents in 
eThekwini who didn’t know the city even had a port. 

That awareness gap translates into fewer entrants, weaker 
career pathways, and limited pressure for skills-focused 

investment, she said. 
“Every year, when I sit and watch these matriculants who 

graduate and speak about their careers, they talk about be-
coming doctors or accountants. They don’t know about op-
portunities in the marine sector, where we need work. The 
careers they are all looking into, they can’t even get place-
ments.” 

Another example of the skills gap in the maritime sector 
was port construction. Such a qualification does not exist in 
South Africa, she said. 

“People must go and study in Germany and in the Neth-
erlands to come back here to work in port construction or 
harbour engineering.” 

But, she added: “I am working with the Mangosuthu 
University of Technology, currently, to try and come up with 
that kind of qualification.” 

EMC’s biggest institutional partner is the eThekwini mu-
nicipality, through a maritime development project aimed at 
addressing unemployment, poverty, skills development and 
all things maritime.  

The cluster model, in other words, is meant to bring to-

gether the city, national agencies, universities and private 
employers to execute programmes, rather than to simply 
advocate for them.

For Durban specifically, the thrust is towards modernisa-
tion and competition at container terminals. But the benefits 
for local jobs and suppliers depend on whether local firms 
can meet technical standards, and whether young people 
can access clear training-to-work pathways.

According to Gwamanda, this is where clusters can add 
leverage that does not replace government or industry. 

Instead, it brings together the co-sourcing and partnerships 
needed to turn funding into placements and curricula into 
graduates that can be hired.

And, she said, thanks to a partnership with SAIMI, which 
is funded through the national Department of Transport, 
“for the first time this year in South Africa, we are going to 
have our first class of students that are actually learning to 
become qualified maritime educators.”

She is also working with Elangeni TVET College, she 
said, which has produced an aircraft maintenance qualifica-
tion. 

“We are also working on a boat-building course, which 
is going to be offered for the first time in KwaZulu-Natal at 
Elangeni TVET College.”

Operational inefficiencies are a pet peeve for Gwamanda, 
and need urgent addressing, she said. 

An example was when visiting the Port of Durban in 
2025, where automated cranes were being launched. 

“A lot of money has been invested there, but we do not 
have qualified people who can operate them. It was men-
tioned that 17 people were sent to Croatia to go and learn 
how to operate these cranes, which are the first of their kind 
in the country.” 

“There are real skills gaps in the sector. We need to ca-
pacitate our institutions in the country so they can offer this 
kind of training,” she said. 

“Everyone wants to become a doctor, but our [graduate] 
doctors are standing in the streets [unemployed]. We need 
naval architects, we need harbour engineers,” she said. 

“For the maritime sector, we need to build capacity here. 
We have lots of problems in this country, and we can solve so 
many of those problems if we [meaningfully] address skills 
shortages and capacitate our training institutions.” 

SKILLING MZANSI — ADVERTORIAL

Wake-up call: Zenzile 
Gwamanda,  managing 
director of the eThekwini 
Maritime Cluster, warned the 
TETA Stakeholder Engage-
ment panel discussion that 
long-standing skills gaps 
limit South Africa’s ability 
to turn maritime policy into 
jobs, investment and globally 
competitive capability. 
- Photo: Wandile Hlatshwayo
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The matric class of 2025 provide 
inspiration and encouragement
CYRIL RAMAPHOSA 

In January, the Minister of Ba-
sic Education announced that 
the matric class of 2025 had 

made history by achieving the 
highest pass rate in our coun-
try’s history. More than 650,000 
learners passed the National 
Senior Certificate, achieving a 
pass rate of 88%.

We congratulate all the learn-
ers and their teachers, families 
and communities for this great 
achievement. We applaud every 
learner who sat these exams.

The matric results have 
shown a steady improvement 
over many years, both in the 
quantity and the quality of the 
achievements. They have con-
tributed to a dramatic increase 
in the number of South Africans 
older than 20 who have a matric 
qualification, increasing from 
30% in 2002 to 52% in 2024.

This outstanding achieve-
ment shows the value of the in-
vestment we are making in ed-
ucation and the efforts we have 
made to ensure that all children, 
regardless of their background 
and gender, have access to qual-
ity education.

Global experience has shown 
that one of the most effective 
ways to reduce poverty is to 
ensure that girls receive a good 
education.

It is therefore significant that 
in 2025, more girls sat for the 
matric exams than boys, and 
that the pass rates of boys and 
girls were much the same.

A higher proportion of girls 
attained admission to bachelor 
studies than boys, and nearly 
twice as many obtained distinc-
tions. This bodes well for the 
continuation of their studies at 
universities and colleges.

It is also significant that more 
than two-thirds of all bachelor’s 
passes came from schools in the 
most disadvantaged communi-
ties, classified as quintiles 1-3.

This is both a testament 
to the determination of these 
learners and their teachers, and 
to the effectiveness of policies 
like no-fee schools and the child 
support grant.

Taken together with the ex-
pansion in recent years of fund-
ing for tertiary students from 
poor backgrounds, these results 
give us encouragement that 
many of these young people will 
be able to lift themselves and 
their families out of poverty.

We are encouraged by the 
fact that 90% of learners with 
special education needs passed 

matric and 52% achieved bach-
elor’s passes, both higher than 
the national average. Our task is 
now to ensure that more learn-
ers with special needs are able to 
write matric exams.

As we applaud these great re-
sults, we must acknowledge that 
challenges remain.

Of the 1.2 million children 
who started Grade 1 in 2014, 
only 778,000 made it through to 
Grade 12 in 2025. That’s nearly 
half a million young people who 
left school before finishing. As 
we strive to improve the quality 
of our matric results, we must 

work harder to ensure that more 
children complete their school-
ing.

Another challenge is the 
drop in performance in subjects 
like mathematics. While more 
learners are taking these sub-
jects, we have seen a drop in the 
pass rates for mathematics and 
accounting. These are subjects 
that our learners need to excel 
at if they are to succeed in a rap-
idly changing economy.

In working to address these 
challenges, we are starting 

with the foundations of learn-

ing. In the same week that the 
results came out for the class of 
2025, the class of 2037 started 
their first day of Grade 1.

From this moment, they are 
starting their preparations for 
matric and beyond. That is why 
we are placing greater emphasis 
and making more investment in 
the early years of schooling.

We have made Grade R com-
pulsory and embarked on an 
ambitious drive to register and 
provide subsidies to more early 
childhood development cen-
tres. We are strengthening early 
grade reading, improving teach-

ing materials and focusing on 
teacher development in the ear-
ly grades.

By investing in children at 
the start of their school career, 
by giving them a solid educa-
tional foundation, we are pre-
paring them for success. We are 
working to ensure that they all 
finish their schooling, that they 
excel in matric and that they go 
on to thrive in everything they 
do.

The achievements of the 
Class of 2025 must inspire and 
encourage all the years of learn-
ers that are to follow.

Well done! President Cyril Ramaphosa has congratulated the matric class of 2025. - Photo: Esa Alexander/pool photo via AP
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The Department of Basic Education
congratulates the Class of 2025 on
achieving an impressive 88% National
Senior  Certificate pass rate.

of our learners, the dedication of educators, and
the vital support of parents and communities across
the country. It is  a clear demonstration that, even in
challenging conditions, excellence in education is
attainable.

As you move forward into the next chapter of your
lives, we encourage you to remain committed to
learning, growth, and service to our country.

Well done to the Class of 2025. Your success makes the
nation proud.

This achievement reflects the hard work and resilience
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THAPELO MOLEFE 

KwaZulu-Natal overcame 
years of financial pres-
sure, damaging floods 

and persistent staffing short-
ages to finish as South Africa’s 
top-performing province in the 
2025 National Senior Certifi-
cate results with a 90.6% pass 
rate — up from 89.52% in 2024.

It overtook the Free State 
for first place and also deliv-
ered six of the country’s top 
10 districts, including uMkha-
nyakude, one of South Africa’s 
most rural areas.

Last year was a turbulent one 
for education in the province.

Severe floods damaged 
school infrastructure in sev-
eral areas, compounding 
long-standing budget pres-
sures that have limited the de-
partment’s ability to appoint 
teachers, repair facilities, and 
procure learning and teaching 
support materials. 

By March, the KZN Depart-
ment of Education had already 
overspent its budget, triggering 
partial administration and ur-
gent interventions by the na-
tional government.

The province’s leadership 
credits its performance to a 
deliberate focus on disadvan-
taged schools and sustained 
commitment from educators, 
learners and parents across so-
cio-economic divides.

“We have a plan, which we 
call the academic improve-
ment plan, with six pillars,” ac-
cording to KZN Department of 
Education head Dr Nkosinathi 
Ngcobo.

“It’s a simple plan that is 
followed by all our schools, 
which gives strategic guidance 
on what needs to be done.

“We are focusing on rural 
and township schools unapol-
ogetically, in terms of assisting 
them with resources and sup-
port,” he said.

The strategy, he said, was 
beginning to yield visible re-
sults across the province. 

“Our rural districts are per-
forming even better than some 
of the districts which are in ur-
ban areas across the country,” 
Ngcobo said.

“uMkhanyakude District is 
in one of the deepest rural ar-
eas, but it’s in the top two in 
the country. It’s the fruit of our 
focus on previously disadvan-
taged schools.”

He said the department’s 
emphasis on no-fee schools 
was informed by where the 
bulk of learners are located. 

“We realised that this is 
where the majority of learners 
are — the Quintile 1, 2 and 3 
schools — and that is where 
support must be directed,” Ng-
cobo said.

Ngcobo acknowledged 
that financial pressures re-
mained the department’s 
most persistent obstacle, with 
far-reaching consequences 
across the system.

“When you have financial 
challenges, you can’t appoint 
staff, you can’t repair infra-
structure on time, and even 
your audit outcomes are af-
fected because you don’t have 
managers in place,” he said.

“When you separate them, it 
looks like many challenges, but 
in fact it’s one challenge with 
many facets.”

Despite these constraints, 
Ngcobo said the province had 
leaned heavily on its human 
capital. 

“Despite the limited re-
sources that we have, the main 
resource we have is our teach-
ers,” he said. “No one would 
expect that we would be num-
ber one in the country under 
these conditions, but it’s focus, 
focus, focus.”

H e added that criticism of 
the department had been 

used as motivation rather 
than a distraction. 

“We shut out the noise, but 
we listen to our critics, and we 
improve. In fact, they are the 
fuel that fuels our passion and 
our resolve to turn around the 
narrative that achievement is 
the preserve of the privileged.”

Private-sector and civil so-
ciety partnerships also played 
a role in supporting schools. 

Ngcobo cited organisations 
such as the National Educa-
tion Collaboration Trust and 
VVOB among several partners 
working with the department. 

“There are many partners 
from the private sector who 
have taken an interest in the 
KZN Department of Educa-
tion, and we share this success 
with them. They have contrib-
uted to where we are today,” 
he said.

KwaZulu-Natal MEC for 
Education Siphosihle Hlomu-
ka echoed this view, attrib-
uting the results to collective 
effort rather than isolated 
pockets of excellence.

“The main reason is the 
commitment from our edu-
cators, the officials at the dis-
trict and head office level, our 
learners and their parents,” 
Hlomuka said.

“Education is a social chal-
lenge. It needs everyone to 

work together.”
Hlomuka said the fact that 

six KZN districts ranked in 
the national top 10 showed 
that improvement was spread 
across the province.

“It’s not about one district. 
It’s about education across 
KwaZulu-Natal,” he said.

The national NSC pass 
rate was 88%. Basic Educa-
tion Minister Siviwe Gwaru-
be said this was evidence that 
“excellence” was becoming 
entrenched in township and 
rural schools. She noted that 
more than 66% of bachelor’s 
passes were achieved by learn-
ers from no-fee schools, in-
cluding districts such as uM-
khanyakude and Umlazi. 

“Poverty is not destiny,” 
Gwarube said, adding that 
strong districts and sustained 
support were key to narrow-
ing historical performance 
gaps.

Floods, a cash crunch and staff shortages 
couldn’t stop KZN from topping the 
2025 NSC results

Top marks: Minister of Basic Education Siviwe Gwarube, top achiever for public schools Abigail Kok and Deputy Minister of Basic Edu-
cation Dr Makgabo Reginah Mhaule at the announcement of the 2025 matric class top achievers. - Photo: Kopano Tlape/GCIS
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EARLY CHILDHOOD DEVELOPMENT

How ECD centres can thrive despite 
systemic gaps in early learning
THAPELO MOLEFE 

South African children are 
falling behind before they 
reach the classroom.

The 2021 Progress in Inter-
national Reading Literacy Study 
confirmed that early learning be-
fore primary school remains one 
of the weakest links in the South 
African education system, with 
long-term consequences for liter-
acy and learning outcomes.

Yet across the Eastern Cape, 
some early childhood develop-
ment centres are demonstrating 
that quality early learning is possi-
ble, even amid funding shortages, 
infrastructure backlogs and unre-
liable municipal services.

According to the Eastern Cape 
Department of Education (EC-
DoE), 5,695 ECD centres are op-
erating in the province, both regis-
tered and unregistered.

About 62% fully meet the mini-
mum norms and standards set out 
in the Children’s Act, while a fur-
ther 28% are near compliant, often 
falling short on one or two re-
quirements such as infrastructure, 
health and safety or outstanding 
municipal documentation. The 
remaining 10% face deeper chal-
lenges related to structural condi-
tions or governance gaps.

“These challenges are not due 
to a lack of commitment,” said EC-
DoE spokesperson Malibongwe 
Mtima. “The biggest barriers are 
inadequate infrastructure, delays 
in municipal approvals, limited 
financial capacity and practitioner 
knowledge gaps around regulatory 
requirements.”

Despite these constraints, ECD 
centres such as Little’s Day-

care & Preschool in Amalinda, 
East London, and Faith Kids Pre 
School in Matatiele show how 
steady progress toward compli-
ance and quality can be achieved.

Little’s Daycare & Preschool 
started operating in 2010 and 
was officially registered in 2017. 
Founder Sinalo Ntlabathi says the 
path to compliance required pa-
tience and gradual improvement 
rather than instant transforma-
tion.

“In our area, only about 50% 
to 60% of centres are fully regis-
tered,” she said. “Another 20% to 
30% are close but struggle with 
infrastructure, health and safety 
documentation, or practitioner 
qualifications.”

For Ntlabathi, the motivation to 
persist came from witnessing a gap 
in early learning provision in her 
community.

“I believe education is the 

foundation on which futures are 
built,” she said. “I wanted to create 
a nurturing environment where 
children can thrive, even when re-
sources are limited.”

Her centre relies on a mixed 
funding model that includes par-
ent fees, a Department of Social 
Development subsidy and oc-
casional fundraising initiatives. 
While this approach has helped 
keep fees affordable, funding gaps 
remain, particularly for infrastruc-
ture upgrades and learning mate-
rials.

“We could have done a lot 
more if we had more funding,” 
she admitted. “But we focused on 
achieving what was possible with 
what we had.”

Across both centres, practi-
tioner development emerges as the 
most consistent driver of quality. 
At Little’s Daycare, staff training 
and continuous professional de-
velopment have had the most vis-
ible impact on child development.

“When practitioners are sup-
ported and skilled, children bene-
fit immediately,” Ntlabathi said.

Faith Kids Pre School founder 
Mamisto Maqelana echoed this 
view.

“Training makes qualitative 
and effective teaching possible,” 
she said. “It ensures that when 

children leave preschool, they can 
cope in primary school interviews 
and classrooms.”

Both centres prioritise daily nu-
trition, age-appropriate learning 
materials, structured routines and 
hygiene. Little’s Daycare integrates 
balanced meals and sanitation into 
daily practice, while Faith Kids 
places strong emphasis on main-
taining clean, safe indoor and out-
door spaces to reassure parents.

Child development is mon-
itored through observa-

tion-based tools. Little’s Daycare 
conducts quarterly assessments 
using milestone tracking and 
school readiness tools, supported 
by daily informal observations. 
Faith Kids tracks skills develop-
ment monthly, assessing language, 
fine motor skills and social devel-
opment.

Municipal service disruptions, 
particularly water outages, remain 
a significant operational risk. Faith 
Kids has installed two water tanks 
to ensure continuity during mu-
nicipal failures, while Little’s Day-
care stores emergency water and 
uses gas stoves to reduce reliance 
on electricity.

Financial sustainability has 
also been a challenge. Faith Kids 
charges R150 a month in fees 

and relies mainly on government 
subsidies, with no donor or grant 
funding. Before receiving its sub-
sidy, the centre struggled with late 
payments from parents.

“We still had to pay practi-
tioners,” Maqelana said. “Now that 
we are subsidised, things are much 
better.”

Parent engagement has been 
critical in improving attendance 
and communication. Little’s Day-
care holds regular parent meet-
ings and workshops, supported by 
daily WhatsApp communication. 
Teachers use these platforms to 
discuss learning progress and sup-
port needs at home.

Faith Kids faced low attendance 
at parent meetings, but adapted by 
using WhatsApp groups to share 
information.

“Parents may not always attend 
meetings, but communication still 
happens,” Maqelana said.

The ECDoE said it has adopted 
a supportive regulatory approach 
to help ECD centres overcome 
compliance barriers. This includes 
district-level registration clinics, 
standardised templates for policies 
and governance documents, and 
coordinated engagement with mu-
nicipal health and planning units 
to fast-track approvals.

Quality is monitored through 

a provincial ECD Quality Assess-
ment Tool aligned with the Chil-
dren’s Act, quarterly district visits 
and national datasets such as the 
ECD Census and Thrive by Five 
assessments. High-risk and newly 
registered centres receive intensi-
fied monitoring.

Safeguarding remains central. 
Both centres screen staff be-

fore employment and ensure chil-
dren are never left unattended. At 
the provincial level, practitioners 
receive training on mandatory re-
porting under Section 110 of the 
Children’s Act, supported by refer-
ral pathways involving social de-
velopment, the SAPS, clinics and 
child protection forums.

For ECD centres still struggling 
to meet standards, the advice from 
those who have made progress is 
clear.

“Start with the basics and im-
prove gradually,” Ntlabathi said. 
“Invest in staff training, keep 
proper records and build strong 
relationships with parents and the 
community.”

Maqelana added that upgrad-
ing must go beyond academics.

“Safety, supervision and hy-
giene are just as important,” she 
said. “Children must always be 
protected.”

Learning is fun: Grow ECD is a non-profit social enterprise that works with Early Childhood Development centres across South Africa. 
- Photo: GrowECD



Inspiring Minds20 FEBRUARY 2026

THE CRITICAL EARLY YEARS

The silent crisis: How early learning 
failure derails SA’s future
THAPELO MOLEFE

In 2014, approximately 1.2 
million children entered 
Grade 1 across South Afri-

ca. By 2025, twelve years later, 
only 778,000 reached matric. 
Nearly half a million young 
people, 422,000 learners, van-
ished from the system before 
completing their schooling.

They did not simply drop out 
in Grade 12. Most left between 
Grades 10 and 11, exhausted, 
discouraged, and convinced 
they had no future. But govern-
ment officials gathering at the 
Basic Education Sector Lekgot-
la in January say the real mo-
ment of failure happened years 
earlier. Not in a high school 
classroom, but in a creche, a 
Grade R class, or a Grade 1 nu-
meracy lesson that a child sim-
ply could not grasp.

 “If we fail our children 
during this critical period of 
birth to nine years, we fail them 
throughout the education jour-
ney,” Basic Education Minister 
Siviwe Gwarube told the lek-
gotla on its opening day. 

It was a warning rooted in 
evidence that this year’s gath-
ering, its theme focused on 
“Strengthening Foundations for 
a Resilient and Future-Ready 
Education System”, represents 
less of a policy summit and 
more of a national reckoning.

The connection between 
early childhood development 
and everything that follows 
— matric passes, university 
throughput, skills shortages, 
unemployment — has long 
been whispered in education 
circles. In January, it moved to 
the centre of the national con-
versation. 

President Cyril Ramaphosa 
spent time at the lekgotla doing 
something unusual for a sitting 
head of state: arithmetic.

He recounted visiting the 
Kruger Mpumalanga Inter-
national Airport and asking 
young managers basic opera-
tional questions.

“How many passengers come 
here? How many planes land 
here? Do you know the popula-
tion of your province? Do you 
know the population of your 
country?” The answer each 
time was silence or fumbling.

“You cannot manage what 
you cannot count,” Ramaphosa 
told them. “You cannot manage 
it.”

It was a seemingly simple ob-
servation that cut to the heart 
of South Africa’s crisis. If young 
people in managerial roles 

cannot confidently work with 
numbers, cannot understand 
the world numerically, then 
the nation has failed them not 
at matric, but far earlier. And if 
this happens at scale, it ripples 
through the entire economy.

The numbers are devastat-
ing. Of the 1.2 million Grade 1 
learners from the 2014 cohort, 
only 778,000 (65%) reached 
matric in 2025, while 422,000 
(35%) left school before com-
pleting their education. Of 
those who reached matric, 88% 
passed (more than 650,000 
learners), the highest pass rate 
in South African history. 

But only 34% of 2025 matric 
candidates wrote mathematics; 
most chose mathematical lit-
eracy instead. Of those taking 
mathematics, only a fraction 
achieved the 60% threshold 
required for university STEM 
programmes.

The 88% matric pass head-
line reads as a success: South 
Africa’s matric pass rate has 
climbed from around 50% 
three decades ago to 88% today. 
But beneath the surface, the 
pipeline is fractured beyond 
recognition.

“What we now need to focus 
on is the quality outcomes,” Ra-
maphosa said. “What we now 
need to focus on is what the 

economy needs.”
The economy needs en-

gineers, scientists, doctors, 
technicians, and skilled work-
ers. Instead, it is receiving 
school-leavers without confi-
dence in mathematics, without 
foundational numeracy skills, 
and often without the concep-
tual clarity necessary to engage 
with complex, technical sub-
jects.

And it begins much earli-
er than most people realise. 
Gwarube identified a specif-
ic inflection point, which is 
Grade 4.

“More children must read 

and read for meaning by Grade 
4,” she told delegates.

“Foundational literacy and 
numeracy are not just an ed-
ucation priority. They are the 
canvas for national develop-
ment. Without it, higher-order 
learning cannot occur.”

Grade 4 is where the sys-
tem typically transitions 

from “learning to read” to 
“reading to learn”. It is where 
abstract mathematical think-
ing becomes necessary. And it 
is where, historically, learners 
without strong early founda-
tions begin to visibly struggle, 
the so-called “Grade 4 slump”.

The evidence, presented 
across multiple sessions at 
the lekgotla, suggests that this 
slump is not inevitable. It is a 
design failure rooted in how 
children are taught from the 
moment they enter formal 
schooling.

When the department an-
alysed learners exposed to 
mother-tongue-based bilingual 
education (teaching in home 
languages through Grade 3, 
with progressive English in-
troduction), the results shifted 
dramatically. Children taught 
mathematics and science in 
languages they understood 
— isiZulu, Sesotho, isiXhosa 

— showed greater conceptu-
al clarity and confidence than 
peers taught entirely in English.

The implication is uncom-
fortable: for decades, South 
Africa has been teaching com-
plex abstract concepts to young 
children in a language many 
do not yet fully command. It is 
equivalent to teaching calculus 
to an English speaker in Man-
darin. The failure is not the 
child’s; it is systemic. 

“Mother tongue-based bilin-
gual education is not a compro-
mise on excellence,” Gwarube 
stated. “It is a pathway to excel-
lence.”

But this intervention can-
not happen in Grade 4. It must 
begin in Grade R and Grade 1, 
in the foundational phase that 
government documents now 
describe with unusual urgency 
as the “bedrock” of everything 
that follows.

South Africa’s early child-
hood development sector has 
long been neglected. For years, 
ECD meant informal crech-
es where children “played and 
slept many hours and played 
with rocks and stones”, as Ra-
maphosa put it with notable 
candour.

Only recently, in the fifth 
and sixth administrations, did 
the nation begin a serious con-

No compromise: Basic Education Minister Siviwe Gwarube told the Basic Education Sector Lekgotla in January that “foundational 
literacy and numeracy are the canvas for national development”. - Photo: Eddie Mtsweni

If we fail our children 
during this critical 
period of birth to 

nine years, we fail 
them throughout the 
education journey.

 — 
Basic Education 
Minister Siviwe 

Gwarube

“

“
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versation about early learn-
ing as a deliberate, cognitive 
investment rather than mere 
childcare.

“We delayed, inordinate-
ly delayed, to start vigorously 
with early childhood learning,” 
the President acknowledged. 

“We thought somehow get-
ting our children to attend 
creches ... that that was learn-
ing. Now that, as we all know, 
did our country and our young 
people a bad service.”

By the end of 2025, nearly 
12,000 schools had access to 
mother-tongue-based bilingual 
education. But that represents 
less than half of South Africa’s 
roughly 25,000 schools. The 
majority of the nation’s 13 mil-
lion school-age children still 
pass through early learning en-
vironments that, by the govern-
ment’s own assessment, have 
failed to adequately prepare 
them.

The result is that children 
entering Grade 1 are already 
behind. By Grade 4, when ab-
stract reasoning becomes nec-
essary, children struggle. By 
Grade 8, lacking confidence in 
foundational subjects, children 
begin to disengage. By Grade 
10, facing the reality of matric 
mathematics or science, these 
children often leave.

This is not a metaphor. This 
is a documented pattern affect-
ing nearly half a million learn-
ers over a single twelve-year 
cohort.

The lekgotla’s discussions 
around retention and dropout 

rates revealed a painful second-
ary crisis, which is gender-spe-
cific patterns of departure from 
the system.

Ramaphosa highlighted eq-
uity gains: more girls than boys 
wrote the 2025 matric exams, 
with similar pass rates, and 
a higher proportion of girls 
qualified for bachelor’s studies. 
Nearly two-thirds of all bache-
lor’s passes came from schools 
in disadvantaged communities, 
classified as quintiles 1 to 3. 

Yet progress at the top ob-
scures the crisis in the 

middle. Girls without strong 
early foundations are more vul-
nerable to dropping out, par-
ticularly around the ages of 15 
to 17. Teenage pregnancy, often 
a consequence rather than a 
cause of school disengagement, 
provides the final push. 

For boys, the pattern differs 
slightly but is equally trou-
bling: boys without early nu-
meracy and literacy confidence 
are more likely to self-exclude, 
believing they “cannot do” aca-
demic subjects.

Both pathways lead to the 
same endpoint: young adults 
without matric, without em-
ployable skills, and without 
access to the further education 
necessary to change their tra-
jectory.

“We need to ensure that 
learners complete their school-
ing,” Ramaphosa emphasised, 
invoking the image of a pro-
tective hen ensuring her chicks 
remain close. 

“Leave no one behind should 
not just be a political slogan. It 
must mean that those whom we 
are responsible for should not 
be left behind.”

Yet the system has been leav-
ing children behind system-
atically — 422,000 in a single 
cohort — and the roots of that 
abandonment are planted in 

the early years.
Despite knowing what works, 

South Africa struggles with 
implementation at scale. Dr 
Stephen Taylor, Director of Re-
search, Coordination, Monitor-
ing and Evaluation at the DBE, 
explained that while structured 
literacy programmes, quality 
learning materials, and inten-
sive teacher coaching produce 
proven results, scaling these 
interventions across 25,000 
schools remains extraordinari-
ly difficult. 

Teacher preparation com-
pounds the problem; univer-
sities train generalist teachers 
while the system demands spe-

cialists in literacy and numer-
acy.

The lekgotla commissions 
proposed concrete solutions. 
An Early Childhood Develop-
ment Blueprint outlines 23 ac-
tions targeting universal access 
to quality ECD by 2030, with a 
national orchestration team to 
coordinate implementation. 

For foundational learning, 
recommendations include es-
tablishing common instruc-
tional approaches across all 
schools within two years, devel-
oping numeracy benchmarks 
currently lacking, and training 
80% of system officials in cur-
riculum and instructional lead-
ership within three years.

Mother-tongue-based bi-
lingual education represents a 
critical intervention. A nation-
al pilot running from 2026 to 
2030 will scale MTBBE across 
200 rural schools, with Grade 
5 functioning as a continuation 
phase rather than an abrupt 
transition to English. 

Teacher professional devel-
opment must shift from generic 
to specialised preparation, with 
universities modelling the bi-
lingual pedagogies they teach.

The economic stakes could 
not be higher. Minister of Sci-
ence, Technology and Innova-
tion Blade Nzimande empha-
sised that no country achieves 
developmental goals without 
investing in science, technolo-
gy and innovation capabilities. 

Yet South Africa produces 
insufficient STEM graduates 
while facing acute shortages 

in engineering, software de-
velopment and skilled trades. 
Without strong foundational 
numeracy and literacy, learners 
avoid mathematics and science, 
creating a cascade effect that 
undermines the entire pipeline 
from schooling to employment.

The linkage is clear: early 
childhood development shapes 
foundational phase success, 
which determines subject 
choice confidence, which influ-
ences matric outcomes, which 
offers post-school opportuni-
ties, which determines labour 
market participation and ulti-
mately drives economic growth 
or stagnation.

Of the 1.2 million children 
who entered Grade 1 in 2014, 
422,000 might never complete 
their schooling. Each child 
represents human potential 
constrained by preventable 
systemic failure. Each failure 
represents lost economic pro-
ductivity, lost innovation, lost 
possibilities for personal trans-
formation.

The lekgotla concluded with 
timelines, success indicators, 
and specific recommendations. 
Whether these translate into 
actual investment, coordina-
tion, and sustained focus will 
determine whether South Af-
rica arrests its education crisis 
or continues to watch 422,000 
learners per cohort fall through 
the cracks created decades ear-
lier. 

South Africa’s education 
leadership has made clear that 
the time to act is now.

Basic arithmetic: President Cyril Ramaphosa told the lekgotla that “what we now need to focus on [in education] is what the economy needs”.- Photo: Eddie Mtsweni

We need to ensure 
that learners 
complete their 

schooling.
 — 

President Cyril 
Ramaphosa

“

“
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Takunda Muchuweni: a shining light for 
learners with special educational needs

JOHNATHAN PAOLI

When Takunda Praise 
Muchuweni speaks 
about her matric year, 

she does not begin with her re-
sults or the trophies she won.

She begins with pain: physical, 
constant, and unavoidable; and 
the quiet battle to keep believing 
in herself when her body seemed 
to be working against her.

“The most difficult part of my 
year was battling self-doubt and 
being in real physical pain. I had 
to write exams while sick, and I 
was wondering whether I would 
be physically able to make it,” Mu-
chuweni told Inside Education.

Muchuweni, a matriculant 
from Jan Kriel School in the 
Western Cape, has been named 
South Africa’s top National Se-
nior Certificate (NSC) candidate 
among Learners with Special 
Education Needs (LSEN) for the 
Class of 2025.

Her achievement places her 
among the country’s most excep-
tional matriculants, not only for 
her academic performance but 
for the resilience and leadership 
that have defined her schooling 
journey.

For Muchuweni, the road to 
national recognition was marked 
by challenges far beyond the pres-
sures of final examinations.

Living with muscular dys-
trophy and limited mobility fol-
lowing major spinal surgery in 
Grade 6, she navigated her final 
school year while paralysed from 
the neck down and reliant on a 
wheelchair.

Chronic pain and recurring ill-
ness accompanied her daily, even 

as she prepared for three-hour ex-
amination papers.

“It was demotivating to put in 
all the work and get the strength 
to go to school, and then when 
you sit for the exam, you are hit 
with sharp pain. You have to fo-
cus and write for three hours with 
a smile on your face when you are 
just racked with pain,” she said.

Yet Muchuweni refused to al-
low her circumstances to dictate 
her outcome.

Matric, she said, was unpre-
dictable and mentally exhausting, 
but persistence became her an-
chor.

“There were a lot of days when 
I was in pain and a lot of days 
when I felt like giving up. But I 
just kept going despite all of that,” 
Muchuweni said.

Her story has resonated across 
the education sector, challenging 
persistent stereotypes about dis-
ability, academic ability, and lead-
ership.

Jan Kriel School, a specialised 
institution in Kuils River support-
ing learners with physical disabil-
ities and learning barriers, has 
been central to that journey, pro-
viding a framework where high 
expectations are matched with 
comprehensive support.

Muchuweni’s academic excel-
lence has been consistent rather 
than sudden.

Over the years, she has repeat-
edly ranked among the school’s 
top achievers, earning the Dux 
Learner trophy, subject awards in 
Business Studies and Mathemat-
ical Literacy, and the Principal’s 
Award.

In 2025, she was elected Chair-
person of the Representative 
Council of Learners, a role that 

placed her at the centre of learner 
advocacy and leadership.

Her leadership extended be-
yond the school gates.

In 2024, Muchuweni served as 
a Junior City Councillor for the 
City of Cape Town, where she led 
a plastic recycling initiative that 
raised funds for a local school.

The project earned her the Nest 
Leadership Project Award and 
reinforced her belief that young 
people with disabilities should be 
visible in decision-making spaces.

“I want to see more people in 
my situation represented and in-
volved in making decisions that 
affect us,” she has said, calling for 
greater inclusion of learners with 
disabilities in leadership pro-
grammes and civic platforms.

That sense of purpose was 
shaped early in her life. In 

July 2019, while in Grade 6, Mu-
chuweni underwent major spinal 
cord surgery: a defining moment 
that temporarily confined her to 
a hospital bed and drastically al-
tered her physical abilities.

Despite this, she continued 
her schooling with the support of 
occupational therapists, physio-
therapists, facilitators, and teach-
ers, maintaining strong academic 
performance even while under-
going rehabilitation.

She draws inspiration from Jan 
Kriel alumni who have gone on 
to excel in higher education and 
professional life, seeing in their 
stories proof that disability does 
not limit potential.

Her own support system has 
been extensive and deeply per-
sonal.

She credits her parents, sis-
ter, educators, school counsellor, 

psychologist, and medical team 
at Red Cross Children’s Memo-
rial Hospital for sustaining her 
through years of physical strain.

During examinations, she was 
assisted by a transcriber, while 
therapists worked closely with her 
to manage fatigue and pain.

Rather than viewing her dis-
ability as a limitation, Muchu-
weni believes it has reshaped 
how she approaches learning and 
problem-solving.

“Because some things are dif-
ficult for me to do, I’ve learned to 
think creatively and work closely 
with others,” she said.

She described adaptability as 
one of her greatest strengths.

Her achievements were rec-
ognised on a national stage at 
the NSC Top Achievers Breakfast 
hosted by MTN, where she joined 
South Africa’s highest-perform-
ing matriculants.

She was also invited to the 
Basic Education Department’s 
Ministerial Matric Awards in 
Gauteng, an honour reserved for 
just 44 learners nationwide.

Jan Kriel School described her 
achievement as historic, noting 
that it reflects both individual 
determination and the power of 
inclusive education.

The Western Cape Education 
Department confirmed that the 
province achieved a 91.9% LSEN 
matric pass rate in 2025, with the 
second-highest bachelor’s pass 
rate nationally for LSEN candi-
dates at 60.4%.

Looking ahead, Muchuweni 
plans to pursue tertiary studies 
at the University of Cape Town 
in 2026, with interests spanning 
psychology, industrial psycholo-
gy, and law; fields rooted in her 

desire to understand human be-
haviour and advocate for others.

Despite facing multiple univer-
sity rejections, she has remained 
resolute, currently appealing and 
reapplying following her recogni-
tion as a top achiever.

Her mother, a cum laude mas-
ter’s graduate, remains her stron-
gest role model and source of in-
spiration.

When asked what principle 
guides her intellectual and 

emotional resilience, she said: 
“The quality of everything we do 
depends on the thinking that we 
do first.”

To the Class of 2026, her ad-
vice is practical and unromantic, 
shaped by lived experience rather 
than platitudes.

“Remain consistent and work a 
little each day. Small steps lead to 
big results,” she said.

She also urges learners not to 
lose themselves entirely to pres-
sure.

“Matric is a roller-coaster. Just 
keep on going, keep on believing 
in yourself and don’t forget to 
enjoy the moments you can,” she 
urged.

Muchuweni’s journey stands 
as a powerful counter-narrative 
to deficit-based views of disability 
in education.

It is a story not of overcom-
ing disability, but of succeed-
ing because of resilience, com-
munity, and opportunity; and 
of redefining what excellence 
looks like in South Africa’s 
classrooms.

As she steps into the next 
chapter of her life, Muchuweni 
is not only celebrating academ-
ic success but also her future.

Resilient: Takunda Praise Muchuweni is South Africa’s top National Senior Certifi-
cate candidate among Learners with Special Education Needs for the Class of 2025. 
- Photo: Jan Kriel School Facebook Account

Persistent: Takunda Praise  Muchuweni has a chat with Western Cape Education 
MEC David Maynier. - Photo: Jan Kriel School Facebook Account
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Dealing with the challenges
of special needs learners
LEBONE RODAH
MOSIMA 

South Africa has made 
notable advances in 
special needs education 

over the past two decades. 
This includes institutions 

like the recently completed Dr 
WK du Plessis school in Springs 
by the Gauteng Education De-
partment for learners with spe-
cial educational needs, epilepsy 
or specific learning disorder 
and who can follow the CAPS 
mainstream curriculum.

However, thousands of chil-
dren on the autism spectrum 
still face limited, divided, and 
deeply unequal access to appro-
priate schooling.

Long waiting lists, high di-
agnostic costs, and a shortage 
of specialised schools have left 
many families navigating an 
education system that struggles 
to accommodate neurodiversi-
ty.

Inside Education spoke to 
Jackie Selley, an occupation-
al therapist and principal of 
CARE — the Centre for Au-
tism, Research and Education 
—  a private and independent 
special needs school in Orange 
Grove, Johannesburg, dedicat-
ed to supporting children with 
autism, from 18 months to 21. 

For 15 years, the school has 
operated at the intersection of 
education, therapy, and advo-
cacy, attempting to bridge gaps 
that national policy has yet to 
close.

Selley said CARE functioned 
as an educational institution 
and a therapeutic centre, where 
intensive programmes offer 
learners up to seven hours 
a week of occupational and 
speech therapy. 

She explained that this mod-
el is essential for children with 
autism, whose learning needs 
differ significantly from those 
of neurotypical peers.

“Autism is a neurodevel-
opmental disability, meaning 
that the children generally look 
typical, but they develop differ-
ently. So they think differently, 
and they have differences in the 
way they communicate and so-
cialise,” she said.

“They will be the child alone 
in the corner. They don’t know 
how to play or interact, and 
they often have huge temper 
tantrums because they can’t 
communicate.” 

They can also display rig-
id and repetitive behaviours, 

where they don’t play as many 
other “typical” kids do. 

“So they spin, they flick, 
they like repeated things — in-
stead of driving a toy car, they 
might spin the wheels. Instead 
of playing with a doll, they will 
hit the doll, suck it, flick the 
toes, flick the eyes,” Selley said. 

“They change, they develop, 
but they will always have au-
tism”. 

Selley highlighted that many 
learners arrive at CARE 

after struggling in mainstream 
or remedial schools, or after 
spending long periods at home 
following diagnosis.

CARE has been described 
as the first environment where 
their needs are fully under-
stood and supported, and Selley 
believes that if the government 
were able to allocate more mon-
ey to human resources, there 
could be enough therapists, 
more special needs schools, 
and well-trained educational 
psychologists at schools. 

Selley said the solution lies 
not in sympathy, but in invest-
ment.

“The process isn’t stream-
lined enough to help these chil-
dren and these families. We’re 
losing three years of a child’s 
life.

“Let’s say, parents realise 
their child’s different at three, 
and by the time we get them 
into a school that can support 
them at seven, we’ve lost four 
years of supporting their devel-
opment.” 

Despite its impact, CARE re-
mains financially inaccessible 
to most South Africans. The 
school is entirely parent-fund-

ed, with therapy costs partial-
ly covered by medical aid, but 
only at the highest tiers of cov-
erage.

“It is incredibly expensive to 
maintain a medical aid and to 
support a child who is on the 
autism spectrum,” she said.

Selley said that it becomes 
a more daunting pathway for 
some families who are relying 
on local districts for a diagno-
sis to get admission to a special 
needs school. 

Diagnosis through Gauteng 
provincial hospitals can take 
between six months and a year, 
with the same time frames 
when parents refer back to the 
education system and wait for 
their expensive educational 

psychologist assessments.  
“These assessments range 

from R3,000 to R12,000 — 
that’s a huge amount of money 
to come up with,” she said. 

Selley said that placements 
into special needs schools, es-
pecially government schools, 
may take an additional one to 
two years due to waiting pe-
riods, during which children 
often remain at home without 
structured support.

“We’ve got a lot more au-
tism-specific schools in 
Gauteng — but there are far 
fewer in other provinces like 
Limpopo, KwaZulu-Natal, and 
parts of the Western Cape, with 
huge waiting lists,” she said. 

Another pressing challenge 
in terms of policies is the 

huge gap between remedial and 
special needs schools, which 
Selley described as the “missing 
space in education” for chil-
dren who cannot cope in main-
stream or remedial schools but 
do not require the highest level 
of special needs support.

Recent legislative changes, 
including the Basic Education 
Laws Amendment (BELA) Act, 
have also introduced uncer-
tainty for alternative education 
models such as homeschool-
ing, a big change that will be 
brought in over time. 

“The BELA act is pulling in 
homeschools, but I do feel that 
they need policy and guidance,” 
she said. “We’re trying to move 
into that gap a little bit, but ob-
viously we have to fulfil what 
the Department of Education 
requires.” 

CARE’s work does not end 
when learners leave the class-

room. The school operates 
vocational units focused on 
functional skills and communi-
ty integration, preparing older 
learners for adulthood in a so-
ciety that often excludes them.

Some learners transition to 
sheltered employment, family 
businesses, or assisted living 
facilities. 

Selley said a small number of 
their learners move on to reme-
dial schools, and even fewer to 
mainstream education or ter-
tiary studies. 

CARE has had one learn-
er progress from the school to 
the University of the Witwa-
tersrand. 

Beyond structural challeng-
es, Selley said that families and 
the school face persistent stig-
ma. 

“We’ve had families kicked 
out of where they stay — they 
are being kicked out of their 
estates or their block of flats 
because their children scream,” 
she said. 

CARE is in a residential 
neighbourhood, and neigh-
bours have repeatedly com-
plained about the noise from 
the children during the melt-
downs they have outside the 
school — sometimes using de-
humanising language.

“Our children do scream be-
cause that’s their way of com-
municating,” Selley said. “Our 
neighbours hate the school. 
They complain, they call our 
children ‘farm animals’ — 
they’ve said ‘tape their mouths 
shut’. But we are not going to 
restrain our children. 

The school employs ap-
proximately 20 therapists and 
maintains small class sizes, 
limiting them to eight learn-
ers per class.

While private institutions 
like CARE relieve pressure on 
the state, they cannot replace 
a fully resourced public sys-
tem. Without meaningful re-
form, thousands of children 
will continue to fall through 
the cracks — unseen, unsup-
ported, and unheard.

CARE is in the process of 
opening a remedial school 
aimed and adapted specifi-
cally for autistic learners, but 
Selley has highlighted that 
zoning restrictions to register 
it as an educational institu-
tion pose a challenge.

“South Africa has come far, 
and we do really have quality 
autism support in South Af-
rica, but there’s not enough,” 
she said

Challenges: Jackie Selley, an occupational therapist and principal at CARE, the Centre for Autism, 
Research and Education. - Photo: Lebone Rodah Mosima

Let’s say, parents 
realise their child’s 
different at three, 

and by the time we 
get them into a school 

that can support 
them at seven, we’ve 

lost four years of 
supporting their 

development.
 — 

Jackie Selley, 
occupational 
therapist and 

principal of CARE
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For thousands of South Af-
rican students each year, 
the road to a career in engi-

neering does not run straight from 
matric to university. Instead, it zig-
zags through waiting lists, funding 
shortfalls, rejection letters and, 
increasingly, Technical and Vo-
cational Education and Training 
(TVET) colleges.

As debates about the afford-
ability, relevance and outcomes 
of higher education intensify, stu-
dents who have moved between 
universities and TVET colleges 
are offering a ground-level view of 
how engineering education stacks 
up — especially when cost is fac-
tored in.

At the centre of the discussion 
is a growing realisation that en-
gineering is not a single pathway, 
but a broad field entered through 
different institutional routes, each 
with its own strengths, weaknesses 
and price tag.

According to Varsitywise, 
universities and TVET colleges 
are built on distinct educational 
philosophies. Universities focus 
largely on academic and theoret-
ical training and require a bach-
elor’s pass in matric. Engineering 
degrees typically take three to four 
years to complete, often followed 
by postgraduate study or profes-
sional registration before gradu-
ates are fully employable.

TVET colleges, by contrast, 
emphasise hands-on, practical 
skills designed to prepare students 
for specific occupations. Many en-
gineering programmes allow entry 
with Grade 9 or higher, widen-
ing access. Courses are generally 
shorter — between 18 months and 
three years — and many colleges 
offer mid-year intakes, reducing 
the waiting period faced by many 
matriculants applying to universi-
ties.

Students interviewed by Inside 
Education said cost plays a deci-
sive role when choosing where to 
study, particularly when finances 
are tight.

The fee gap between univer-
sities and TVET colleges is stark. 
University engineering degrees 
can cost tens of thousands of rand 
a year, excluding accommodation, 
textbooks, transport and living 
expenses, although bursaries are 
available.

The University of the Free State 
(UFS), for example, estimates en-

gineering course fees at R68,310 in 
the first year, R52,430 in the sec-
ond year and R54, 400 in the final 
year. Accommodation costs about 
R39,580 a year for a single room 
and R35,560 for a shared room.

By comparison, TVET col-
leges are widely regarded as more 
affordable. The government sub-
sidises up to 80% of tuition, and 
NSFAS funding is available to 
qualifying students. Fees are often 
charged per module or trimester, 
making costs easier to manage for 
students without stable funding.

Prudence Matlhatsi Lubisi, a 
Mechanical Engineering stu-

dent at Tshwane North College, 
said she found relief in the TVET 
system after years of uncertainty.

“I initially applied for Mechan-
ical Engineering at university, but 
the response took too long, so I 
decided to go with TVET instead 
of delaying my studies,” she said.

Lubisi said she spent four years 
at home after applying to universi-
ty, unsure of her future. When she 
applied to a TVET college, she was 
accepted within two weeks.

Her course runs for 18 months. 
She pays R650 per module, taking 
four modules per trimester — 

R2,600 per trimester in total.
“Sometimes I use NSFAS, and 

other times I pay out of pocket,” 
she said. “University fees are much 
higher, and it would be difficult 
to afford everything without sup-
port.”

Her experience is increasingly 
common. Many students are mov-
ing from universities to TVET col-
leges after finding the cost, pace or 
academic demands of university 
education unsustainable.

Sfiso Mashaba, now studying 
Engineering Graphics and Design 
(N3) at Motheo TVET College 

in Bloemfontein, began at UFS, 
where he was enrolled in a three-
year BSc degree majoring in Phys-
ics and Chemistry.

“The course was tough, and 
the tuition and accommodation 
costs were difficult to manage,” he 
said. After repeating some mod-
ules, Mashaba lost his bursary — a 
turning point.

“At varsity, if you lose funding, 
everything collapses at once,” he 
said.

At Motheo, Mashaba discov-
ered that some of his university 
modules could be recognised, al-

lowing him to complete just one 
remaining module before moving 
into practical training.

“If I had known I didn’t have 
to spend three years repeating the 
same modules and delaying em-
ployment, I would have gone to 
Motheo much earlier,” he said.

According to Motheo TVET 
College, annual tuition ranges 
from about R10,000 to R24,000, 
depending on the programme — a 
fraction of what Mashaba paid at 
university.

Beyond costs, students con-
sistently pointed to differences in 

University or TVET?
Inside South Africa’s two-lane road
to a career in engineering

Multifaceted: Engineering is not a single pathway, but a broad field entered through different institutional routes. 
- Photo: Vecteezy.com

Hands-on training. Students 
at the Motheo TVET College in 
Bloemfontein in the Free State 
get to grips with the 
nuts and bolts of an engine. 
- Photo: Supplied
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curriculum focus. University en-
gineering programmes are often 
described as theory-heavy and re-
search-oriented, while TVET pro-
grammes prioritise technical com-
petence and practical exposure.

“At university, you theoretically 
know engineering,” Mashaba said. 
“At college, you actually do it.”

Another student added: “TVET 
is better because it deals with skills. 
When you have a skill, no one can 
take it away.”

A University of Pretoria student 

framed it this way: “Engineering 
is a field with many technical de-
partments, while an engineer is 
someone with the skills to perform 
technical tasks.”

For many, the appeal of TVET 
lies in how quickly those skills 
translate into employment. TVET 
qualifications are often direct-
ly linked to occupations such as 
electrician, fitter and turner, or IT 
technician, allowing graduates to 
enter the labour market — or start 
businesses — sooner than many 

university graduates.
The government has also 

stepped up efforts to promote 
TVET colleges. Higher Education 
and Training Minister Buti Mana-
mela recently rejected claims that 
the post-school system is in crisis, 
blaming an entrenched “universi-
ty-only” mindset.

“The narrative that the only 
option after matric is university is 
creating a sense of crisis,” Mana-
mela said while briefing the media 
on readiness for the 2026 academ-

ic year.
He noted that South Africa’s 

post-school education and train-
ing system has about 535,000 
planned and funded spaces across 
universities, TVET colleges, 
community colleges, skills pro-
grammes and workplace-based 
learning.

“We should not fall into the trap 
of training 1,000 lawyers simply 
because there is demand,” he said, 
calling such thinking “populism 
rather than rational planning”.

Manamela insisted TVET col-
leges are “not residual options” but 
a central pillar in addressing un-
employment and skills shortages.

Despite these endorsements, 
challenges remain — particularly 
for students hoping to move be-
tween TVET colleges and univer-
sities.

Research presented at the 2018 
Education and New Develop-
ments conference in Budapest 
highlighted persistent articulation 
problems between the two sys-
tems. The study, by Bruce Graham, 
D.B. Lortan and Savathrie Maistry, 
identified “epistemic injustice” in 
relationships between TVET col-
leges and higher education insti-
tutions.

Limited understanding of ar-
ticulation pathways by staff often 
gives students false expectations 
about progression. However, the 
research confirmed that estab-

lished pathways, including credit 
transfer, do exist — especially for 
students with older National Ac-
credited Technical Education Di-
ploma qualifications moving into 
universities of technology.

Researchers argued that stron-
ger collaboration and clearer com-
munication are needed.

Lubisi remains optimistic. “I do 
plan to further my studies at uni-
versity after completing my TVET 
course,” she said. “Especially to 
grow academically and expand my 
opportunities.”

Beyond structural barriers, 
students said stigma continues to 
shape choices.

“We are controlled by the stig-
ma of varsity life,” said one univer-
sity student. “People think varsity 
means intelligence, but employ-
ers want experience and skills — 
something you get from TVET.”

TVET researcher Njabulo 
Mabaso echoed this sentiment in 
a Facebook post last year, arguing 
that many university programmes 
are no longer responsive to eco-
nomic needs.

“The economy needs job cre-
ators more than job seekers,” 
Mabaso wrote. “With an N Diplo-
ma and a trade test, you can start a 
business, work in industry or lec-
ture at a technical college.”

His comments sparked debate. 
Some agreed, while others 

cautioned against over-simplifica-
tion.

“It depends on the course,” 
wrote Emkay Mokoena. “You can’t 
compare TVET colleges and uni-
versities in healthcare.”

Odirile Moeketsi noted that 
many occupational programmes 
sit at NQF Level 4, making univer-
sity progression unavoidable for 
certain careers.

Still, perceptions appear to be 
shifting.

“The problem is that some think 
TVET colleges are for failures,” 
wrote Kagisho Malese Chukudu. 
“But skills allow you to contribute 
as an employee or entrepreneur.”

What emerges from students’ 
experiences is not a simple contest 
between TVET colleges and uni-
versities, but a complex ecosystem 
where cost, time, skills and oppor-
tunity intersect.

For students running out of 
time, funding or patience, TVET 
colleges often offer a second 
chance — or a faster route into en-
gineering.

“If you can’t afford university 
and don’t have funding, TVET be-
comes your option,” Mashaba said. 
“And it’s not a bad one.”

With government urging a 
shift away from a “university-on-
ly” mindset and students sharing 
their lived realities, the real ques-
tion may no longer be which path-
way is better, but how South Africa 
can better integrate both to build 
an engineering workforce that is 
skilled, employable and economi-
cally relevant.

Building the future: South Africa can integrate both universities and TVET colleges to build an engineering workforce that is skilled, em-
ployable and economically relevant. - Photo: Vecteezy.com

Respected: The offices of the engineering faculty at the University of Pretoria. - Photo: X
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In just the opening weeks of 
the 2026 school year, dozens of 
families have buried children 

who never made it to their desks 
— learners whose lives were cut 
short while using scholar trans-
port meant to guarantee access to 
education, not end it.

From Gauteng to Limpopo, 
KwaZulu-Natal and the North 
West, a trail of fatal crashes, in-
juries and shocking safety viola-
tions has once again exposed a 
scholar transport system in deep 
crisis.

On 19 January 2026, trage-
dy struck Vanderbijlpark when 
a scholar transport vehicle was 
involved in a devastating crash 
that claimed 14 lives, including 
12 pupils and their driver. Survi-
vors were rushed to hospital with 
serious injuries, but two later suc-
cumbed.

The incident sent shockwaves 
across the country and reignit-
ed painful memories of previous 
disasters authorities had vowed 
would “never happen again”.

A few days later in KwaZu-
lu-Natal, nine children were in-
jured when a taxi transporting 
learners collided with a bakkie in 

Durban’s Glenwood area. Short-
ly afterwards, another scholar 
transport vehicle lost control 
and crashed into a tree near Sar-
nia Primary School in Pinetown 
West, injuring nine more pupils.

Last year, in August, a seven-
year-old Grade 2 learner from 
Muhluri Primary School in Lim-
popo was knocked down and 
killed moments after alighting 
from a scholar transport bus in 
the Vhembe West Education Dis-
trict.

According to reports, the child 
was struck by another bus while 
attempting to cross the road and 
was declared dead at the scene.

“The death of a learner is al-
ways tragic to the family and a 
great loss to the nation,” Limpo-
po Education MEC Mavhungu 
Lerule-Ramakhanya said. “I am 
deeply saddened by the untimely 
death of yet another learner in an 
accident. My thoughts are with 
the family and the learners during 
this difficult time.”

Social workers were dispatched 
to provide psychosocial support 
to the grieving family and school 
community — a familiar inter-
vention that has become routine 
as scholar transport fatalities con-
tinue to mount.

These deaths are not anom-
alies. They form part of a grim 
pattern that has haunted South 
Africa’s learner transport system 
for years.

In 2024, Statistics South Africa 
reported that more than 800 pu-
pils were killed in scholar trans-
port-related accidents between 
2018 and 2022. Despite repeated 
policy reforms, safety campaigns 
and enforcement blitzes, the car-
nage has not slowed.

Political parties have also 
raised alarm. The African Na-

tional Congress (ANC) recently 
acknowledged that since the start 
of the 2026 school year, the coun-
try has witnessed “harrowing 
incidents” that have “shattered 
futures”.

“Our observation of the indus-
try, including the taxi sector, has 
revealed serious shortcomings — 
unroadworthy vehicles, overload-
ing, non-compliance with the law, 
reckless and negligent driving, 
and disrespect towards commut-
ers and other road users,” the par-
ty said.

Each January, provincial gov-
ernments roll out highly publi-
cised road safety campaigns, ve-
hicle inspections and compliance 

drives. Critics argue, however, 
that these interventions are re-
active, short-lived and fail to ad-
dress the year-round reality faced 
by learners.

South Africa’s scholar trans-
port system operates through 
two parallel models — govern-
ment-subsidised transport and 
private scholar transport. Both 
are governed by the same road 
safety laws but are marked by 
starkly different accountability 
structures.

Under the government-subsi-
dised model, provincial depart-
ments of Transport or Education 
contract operators to ferry quali-
fying learners to and from school. 
The Department of Education 
does not own a fleet of buses; in-
stead outsourcing the service to 
private operators through formal 
agreements.

Learners who qualify for sub-
sidies are identified by school 
principals and school governing 
bodies based on criteria such as 
distance from school — often five 
kilometres or more per trip — 
poverty levels, and the absence 
of nearby schooling options, ac-
cording to the Gauteng Depart-
ment of Education.

Once approved, the depart-

ment pays operators directly for 
services rendered. Operators are 
required to be formally contract-
ed, licensed, insured, roadworthy 
and fully compliant with legal re-
quirements.

Despite this framework, inves-
tigations — including a South Af-
rican Human Rights Commission 
(SAHRC) inquiry in the North 
West — have found that weak 
oversight, late payments, corrup-
tion and the use of unroadworthy 
vehicles have severely under-
mined learner safety.

Alongside the subsidised sys-
tem exists a vast private scholar 
transport market, used by fam-
ilies who do not qualify for gov-
ernment assistance or who seek 
more flexible arrangements.

In these cases, parents or 
guardians pay drivers directly, 
entering into private agreements 
with operators. Fees are usual-
ly charged monthly, per term or 
annually, often covering 11 or 12 
months to help operators manage 
fuel, maintenance and insurance 
costs.

While these agreements are 
private, operators remain legally 
required to comply with trans-
port laws.

SA’s roads become deadly avenues of 
grief as scholar transport crisis deepens

Overloaded: Metro police in Nelson Mandela Bay arrested a taxi driver transporting 40 passengers — most of them schoolchildren. - Photo: Nelson Mandela Bay Municipality
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Enforcement authorities warn 
that many private operators func-
tion outside the law — without 
valid operating licences, Profes-
sional Driving Permits (PrDPs), 
insurance or roadworthy vehicles 
— placing learners at serious risk.

Local scholar transport oper-
ator Simon Mabaso from Ham-
manskraal said competition and 
affordability heavily influence 
pricing in the informal market.

“When charging parents, I 
usually look at my competitors 
so I can beat them, because this is 
a business,” Mabaso said. “I have 
two cars — one for local schools 
and one for schools in town. For 
local, I charge R250 per child per 
month, and for long distance, 
R350.”

Authorities stress that private 
payment does not exempt opera-
tors from the law. Whether sub-
sidised by government or paid by 
parents, every scholar transport 
vehicle must be licensed, road-
worthy, insured and driven by a 
properly vetted driver.

As deaths continue to mount, 
officials warn that confusing 

affordability with legality may be 
costing children their lives.

In Gauteng, the Department 
of Roads and Transport intensi-
fied enforcement under its Zero 
Tolerance Campaign. Between 19 
and 25 January 2026, the Gauteng 
Transport Inspectorate issued 
176 handwritten notices, record-
ed 216 e-force infringements, im-
pounded 28 vehicles, discontin-
ued 33 for defects, and arrested 
three drivers for fraud and reck-
less driving.

Seven scholar transport bus-
es and two Toyota Avanzas were 
impounded in Benoni alone for 

non-compliance with roadwor-
thiness and operating licence re-
quirements.

At the Jabulani Testing Station 
in Soweto, mandatory pre-test 
inspections conducted between 
21 and 23 January painted an 
even darker picture: of 51 scholar 
transport vehicles inspected, 48 
failed. Only three passed.

Inspectors found torn seats 
concealed under blankets, 
non-functional seatbelts, cracked 
windscreens, bald tyres with tread 
below 1mm, missing wheel nuts, 
defective door handles, filthy en-
gine compartments, and drivers 
operating without valid licences 
or PrDPs.

“These results are unaccept-
able,” said Gauteng MEC for 
Roads and Transport Kedibone 
Diale-Tlabela. “The fact that 94% 
of vehicles tested failed to meet 
basic roadworthiness require-
ments demonstrates the grave 
danger our children face daily. We 
will not allow this to continue.”

She also cautioned against 
shutdowns and intimidation. “If 
you cannot meet minimum legal 
requirements to safely transport 
learners, you have no business 
operating in this space. Our 
learners’ lives are not negotiable.”

In KwaZulu-Natal, law en-
forcement uncovered equally dis-
turbing violations.

At a roadblock near Apollo 
Secondary School in Umhlatu-
zana, police found 29 children 
crammed into a 16-seater vehicle 
driven by an unlicensed 22-year-
old. Fifteen scholar transport 
drivers were found contraven-
ing the National Road Traffic 
Act, with offences ranging from 
overloading to expired or absent 
PrDPs.

Umhlatuzana Community Po-
licing Forum chairperson Phillip 
Hiralall said authorities had no 
choice but to act.

“The number of accidents in-
volving scholar transport in re-
cent weeks is alarming. We can-
not wait for more children to die 
before acting,” he said.

In response, more than 500 
scholar transport operators gath-
ered outside the Gauteng De-
partment of Roads and Transport 
head office in Johannesburg, pro-
testing delays in issuing operating 
licences.

Diale-Tlabela acknowledged 
information gaps and applica-
tion challenges but issued a stern 
warning.

“The department is willing to 
work with operators who genu-
inely want to regularise their op-
erations. However, compliance is 
not optional,” she said. “Scholar 
transport is a safety-critical ser-
vice, and the safety and dignity of 
our learners remain non-negotia-
ble.”

More than 1,000 operating 
licence application forms 

were issued at the engagement, 
along with guidance on required 
documentation. The department 
said the initiative aims to improve 
transparency and access. Each ap-
plication costs R600.

Beyond enforcement, a damn-
ing SAHRC report has laid bare 
the systemic failures undermin-
ing scholar transport.

In January 2026, the commis-
sion released findings from an in-
quiry into the North West Prov-
ince, concluding that widespread 
rights violations in the scholar 
transport programme had been 
substantiated.

The SAHRC found that thou-
sands of qualifying learners were 
denied transport, forced to walk 
long distances, arrive late or drop 
out entirely. Vehicles were rou-
tinely overloaded and unsafe, and 
drivers were inconsistently vetted.

“These failures violate learners’ 
constitutional rights to basic edu-
cation, equality, dignity and safe-
ty,” the commission said, noting 
that impoverished and disabled 
learners bear the brunt.

The report detailed harrowing 
testimony from van Rooi, guard-
ian to a child referred to as “baby 
Nino”.

Van Rooi told the commission 
that the child lost a leg after be-
ing struck by a vehicle following 
an eight-hour scholar transport 
delay in the Lichtenburg district. 
Despite the amputation, the same 
bus continued transporting the 
learner without supervision or 
assistance.

“Following the accident, the 
same bus continued to trans-
port the child, who now uses 
crutches. The learner boards and 
alights without assistance, plac-
ing crutches outside the bus and 
climbing in with her remaining 
leg. Safety conditions and trans-
port arrangements have not im-
proved,” the report stated.

The North West Treasury, 
represented by the head of de-
partment, NI Kunene, said the 
scholar transport budget had 
been increased and ring-fenced 
from R300 million to R450 mil-
lion. However, he stressed that 
additional funding requests must 
be supported by detailed business 
cases.

He criticised departments for 
submitting generic funding re-
quests without data and said ev-

idence of efforts to reduce inef-
ficiencies was required. Kunene 
undertook to clarify whether 
formal submissions for additional 
funding had been received.

The commission issued strict 
directives, ordering progress 
reports within 60 days, the es-
tablishment of a complaints call 
centre within 90 days, and a com-
prehensive policy overhaul within 
180 days.

Experts warn that without sus-
tained enforcement, proper 

budgeting and accountability, 
deaths will continue.

A 2025 academic study by 
Babra Duri, Tracey J.M. McKay 
and Ashley Gunter found wide-
spread reckless driving, corrup-
tion, mismanagement of funds 
and weak oversight — exposing 
a gap between policy and reality.

“The study found widespread 
reports of reckless driving, un-
roadworthy and inappropriate 
vehicles, and traffic accidents in-
volving scholar transport. In ad-
dition, issues of crime, corruption 
and mismanagement leave disad-
vantaged learners stranded, vul-
nerable or dead,” the study states.

For grieving parents, policy re-
views offer little comfort.

As South Africa mourns yet 
another group of learners lost on 
the road, a painful question re-
mains: how many more children 
must die before scholar transport 
becomes what it was meant to 
be — a bridge to education, not a 
path to the grave?

Until compliance is enforced 
not only in January but every day 
of the year, learner transport will 
remain one of the country’s most 
urgent — and deadly — public 
failures.

Safety first: Un-
til compliance is 
enforced not only in 
January but every 
day of the year, 
learner transport 
will remain one of 
the country’s most 
urgent — and deadly 
— public failures.
 - Photo: Supplied
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HIGHER EDUCATION

CHARMAINE NDLELA

The transition into higher 
education is often framed as 
an exciting milestone — a 

step toward independence, success 
and a better life. Yet for many stu-
dents in South Africa, the academ-
ic year begins not with celebration, 
but with anxiety and uncertainty.

As universities open for a new 
year, students are confronted with 
multiple pressures at once: com-
plex online registration systems, 
academic exclusions, NSFAS re-
jections, accommodation shortag-
es and financial strain. For many, 
particularly those fresh out of high 
school, it can be difficult to navi-
gate these demands without clear 
guidance.

For first-year students, registra-
tion is often their first encounter 
with university bureaucracy. What 
should be a supported process can 
become chaotic and isolating. Stu-
dents frequently turn to Student 
Representative Councils (SRCs) 
for help, expecting advocacy and 
practical support. But many report 
that SRCs are most visible during 
registration, yet ineffective, and at 
times exploitative, when students 
are most vulnerable.

This is particularly concerning 
for newcomers who are unfamiliar 
with procedures and still adjusting 
to campus life. Universities should 
monitor how support is provided 
during registration and ensure 
students are protected from abuse, 
gatekeeping and neglect.

For many students, university 
is not only personal hope, but 

a family investment. Those from 
disadvantaged households often 
stretch bursary allowances to help 
support siblings at home, adding 
pressure to already fragile circum-
stances.

Securing funding, accommo-
dation, food and registration si-
multaneously can take a serious 
toll on mental health. Increasingly, 
students are airing their frustra-
tion online, warning that their ac-
ademic journeys may be derailed 
before they properly begin.

One Tshwane University of 
Technology (TUT) student, ap-
pealing an academic exclusion, 
asked anonymously whether death 
certificates could be used to sup-
port their case. Another expressed 
panic after waiting months for NS-
FAS academic and financial data 
to be processed. At Rhodes Uni-
versity, students reported delays 
in receiving required propensity 
letters, a crucial document for NS-
FAS appeals.

The emotional weight of these 

experiences is evident. Some stu-
dents are expected to prepare for 
supplementary exams while cop-
ing with rejection letters, finan-
cial uncertainty, and depression. 
As one student put it bluntly: 
“Schooling is a scam.”

For students without funding, 
the struggle extends beyond ac-
ademics. Hunger, debt, and un-
stable housing are daily realities. 
Many attend lectures on empty 
stomachs, spend nights hungry 
while roommates cook, and en-
dure the shame and pain of pover-
ty in silence.

A University of the Free State 
(UFS) student asked how others 
had survived without funding, and 
admitted to deep depression and 
uncertainty about whether to con-
tinue studying. Another said that 
they would rather “die in Bloem-
fontein trying” than stay home 
without hope.

Accommodation challeng-
es further worsen the transition. 
Late NSFAS payments, mid-year 
defunding, unsafe private hous-
ing, and limited residence spaces 
have plagued students for years, 

with conditions seemingly deteri-
orating annually. Landlords take 
advantage of vulnerable students 
who are desperate for accommo-
dation, but these cases of sexual 
assault are sometimes not report-
ed by students because they fear 
they will be left homeless and can-
not afford court procedures.

Students across institutions, 
including TUT, UFS, Rhodes, 

University of Fort Hare, Wits, Bos-
ton College, and others  report 
administrative delays, unclear 
communication, and systems that 
prioritise fees over academic prog-
ress. Some students are unable to 
register due to outstanding debt 
or missing documentation, while 
others face the reality of full mod-
ules, forcing them to extend de-
grees beyond the funding period 
allowed by NSFAS.

One student shared how a full 
year module added two extra years 
to what was meant to be a three-
year degree — a devastating out-
come when funding is scarce.

Speaking to Inside Education, 
Bonolo Maphanga a returning 

student at Boston College studying 
for a diploma in business manage-
ment, shared how stressful regis-
tration has strained her academic 
preparations.

“I had to come to Boston Col-
lege offices because when I tried 
it online, it needs some form of a 
payment but I’m funded by a bur-
sary so I had to come here to sort it 
out because I don’t have any form 
of payment for myself.”

Maphanga added that she lives 
in another province and had to 
borrow money for transport to 
come to Johannesburg to sort out 
her application. “Now I have to 
take another bus going back home 
because I don’t have accommoda-
tion or anyone I know to accom-
modate me until February,’” she 
said.

The psychological impact of 
this transition cannot be ignored. 
According to the Council on 
Higher Education, a significant 
number of students fail to com-
plete their studies, with dropout 
rates particularly high in the first 
year. Mental health challenges, fi-
nancial stress, and lack of support 

are major contributing factors.
While universities do offer 

support services — such as coun-
selling centres, peer intervention 
programmes, food kitchens, and 
meal assistance schemes — many 
students are either unaware of 
these services or unable to access 
them in time.

Despite record numbers of 
345,000 learners who achieved 
Bachelor’s passes in Matric 2025, 
university capacity remains limit-
ed. 

Higher Education Deputy Di-
rector-General Sam Zungu says 
universities only have space for 
about 230,000 students, leaving 
over 100,000 students who can’t be 
accommodated at public universi-
ties. 

The University of Johannesburg 
reported 450,000 applicants for 
only 11,200 spaces for the 2026 ac-
ademic year.

This leaves thousands of hope-
ful students without a placement, 
reinforcing inequality, frustration 
and dreams shuttered.

An unplanned gap year of-
ten leads to depression and 

anxiety, as individuals may feel 
stuck, unproductive, and uncer-
tain about their future. Spending 
long periods at home without clear 
goals or structure can result in 
frustration, low self-esteem, and a 
sense of hopelessness, which may 
eventually manifest as negative or 
unhealthy behaviour.

Education remains one of 
South Africa’s most powerful tools 
against poverty and unemploy-
ment. But for it to truly serve its 
purpose, students must be sup-
ported not only in classrooms, but 
through compassionate systems 
that recognise their realities.

Universities should actively 
listen to student concerns and in-
volve them in shaping policies that 
affect their academic experience.

These approaches ensure that 
while time may bring clarity, uni-
versities actively shorten the dis-
tance between confusion and suc-
cess by meeting students halfway.

Student support, in any form, 
brings hope to those who feel 
hopeless and provides a clearer 
understanding of the academic 
process. A mind that races without 
answers grows weak and exhaust-
ed, but proper guidance restores 
confidence, focus, and the motiva-
tion to succeed.

Education should empower, 
not exhaust. Until students are 
met with real support, fairness, 
and dignity, higher education will 
continue to fail those it promises 
to uplift.

Anxiety, debt and exclusion: The hidden 
cost of starting university in South Africa

New beginnings: Students 
starting a new phase of their 
lives at universities and col-
leges need support and guid-
ance at a time when they are 
vulnerable. - Photos: Supplied/
Facebook
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The Competition Commis-
sion has warned that it is pre-
paring to prosecute schools 

and uniform suppliers that contin-
ue to flout competition guidelines, 
after more than a decade of com-
plaints from parents about exces-
sive prices driven by exclusive sup-
ply agreements.

“When we find prices are ex-
cessive, this is often also coupled 
with the finding that the school 
would have had an exclusive supply 
agreement with a particular suppli-
er,” said Competition Commission 
analyst and legal secretary Mpho 
Moate.

While the Commission is un-
able to set or publish a benchmark 
price for school uniforms, Moate 
said the volume and consistency of 
complaints leave little doubt about 
the underlying problem.

Between 2020 and 2025, the 
Commission received 490 com-
plaints related to school uniforms 
and learning materials and resolved 
465.

Moate said complaints continue 
to flow in, showing the persistence 
of the problem.

Parents have raised suspicions 
that some schools may receive 

financial benefits from preferred 
suppliers, but Moate said that the 
Commission has not found evi-
dence to substantiate those claims.

In response to widespread com-
plaints, the Commission published 
the Procurement of School Uni-
form and Learning Material Guide-
lines in 2021.

The guidelines promote 
pro-competitive procurement 
practices and are aimed at school 
governing bodies, parents and 
schools.

They discourage exclusive sup-
ply arrangements entered into 
without transparent tender pro-
cesses and encourage the appoint-
ment of multiple suppliers and the 
use of generic uniform items.

The guidelines emerged from a 
2017 investigation into numerous 
schools and uniform suppliers for 
potential abuse of dominance and 
restrictive vertical practices.

The investigation found that 
long-term exclusive agreements 
substantially lessened competition 
and forced parents to pay inflated 
prices.

According to the Commission, 
the guidelines have had a measur-
able impact.

A national survey conducted 
in 2022 found that almost 90% 

of participating public and inde-
pendent schools were aware of the 
guidelines, with many indicating 
that they had begun implementing 
them.

However, some schools cited 
challenges such as the voluntary 
nature of the guidelines, lack of 
awareness, weak enforcement and 
limited capacity.

Monitoring compliance remains 
a major hurdle, given the large 
number of schools across the coun-
try.

To address this, the Commission 
is developing a new monitoring 
tool in collaboration with the De-
partment of Basic Education.

The tool will collect data directly 
from schools on uniform suppliers, 
prices and procurement practices.

“We are hoping that we will is-
sue this tool sometime this year. We 

are also banking on the relationship 
and the collaboration that we have 
with the Department of Basic Ed-
ucation to assist us in this regard,” 
Moate said.

The Commission said the data 
gathered will help identify non-
compliance, excessive pricing and 
the exclusion of small and medium 
suppliers from the uniform market.

To date, the Commission has 
avoided punitive measures 

against schools, preferring settle-
ments and undertakings over liti-
gation.

Moate said this approach was 
taken to avoid dragging schools 
into costly legal battles.

In 2017, the Commission 
reached settlement agreements 
with several prominent indepen-
dent schools and large uniform 

suppliers, requiring them to com-
ply with the Competition Act and 
the guidelines.

More recently, public schools 
that were the subject of complaints 
have been asked to sign undertak-
ings committing to limit supplier 
contracts to five years or less and 
to follow competitive procurement 
processes in future.

Schools are also encouraged to 
reduce the number of unique or 
branded items on their uniform 
lists in favour of generic items that 
parents can buy from multiple re-
tailers.

However, the Commission says 
patience is wearing thin.

“Given the number of outreach-
es and initiatives that we have done 
with the schools and within the 
school uniform market, unfortu-
nately, the Commission now is at a 

point where we are going to pros-
ecute schools and suppliers who 
do not comply with the guidelines 
as well as the Competition Act,” 
Moate said.

He added that in at least one or 
two cases, parties that previously 
settled with the Commission ap-
pear not to be adhering to their 
commitments.

The Commission stressed that it 
does not regulate prices directly, but 
that competitive markets are the 
most effective way to bring prices 
down.

Parents, school governing bod-
ies and suppliers are urged to report 
suspected anti-competitive conduct 
via the Commission’s WhatsApp 
line or official complaint channels.

Ultimately, the Commission 
said, affordability depends on col-
lective action.

Competition Commission will prosecute 
over excessive uniform prices

Clampdown: The Competition Commission is determined to put an end to the unfair pricing of school uniforms. - Photo: X

Trouble coming for those who do not comply with Commission guidelines and the Competition Act
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The world has taken notice of 
a public library in eThekwini 
that is quietly reshaping the 

futures of hundreds of young people 
from under-resourced communities.

Woodhurst Public Library, lo-
cated close to Chatsworth, has been 
named one of four global winners of 
the 19th EIFL Public Library Inno-
vation Award for STEAM (Science, 
Technology, Engineering, Arts and 
Mathematics), in recognition of a 
grassroots programme that is en-
couraging children to imagine them-
selves as future scientists, engineers, 
coders and innovators.

EIFL — Electronic Information 
for Libraries — is an international 
non-profit organisation that works 
with libraries to improve access to 
knowledge, support digital inclu-
sion, and strengthen their role in ed-
ucation, innovation and community 
development.

At the heart of the accolade is the 
library’s STEM Makers digital skills 
programme, a hands-on initiative 
that has sparked interest in science 
and technology careers among more 
than 90% of participating learners.

Delivered through bi-monthly 
coding and robotics workshops, as 
well as popular school holiday pro-
grammes, the initiative has reached 
450 learners between 2023 and 2025 
across nine branch libraries in eThe-
kwini.

The award places Woodhurst 
Public Library among a select 

group of public libraries worldwide 
recognised for innovation in educa-
tion and community development, 
with many celebrating it as a remark-
able achievement for a local institu-
tion serving communities grappling 
with poverty, unemployment and 
limited access to quality STEM ed-
ucation.

Librarian Nomalungelo Ngcobo, 
head of Woodhurst Public Library, 
described the programme as born 
out of a clear and urgent need.

“The eThekwini municipality 
spans urban, peri-urban and rural 
areas, and libraries serve diverse 
middle-class and low-income com-
munities. These communities share 
socio-economic challenges expe-
rienced across the municipal area, 
such as high youth unemployment, 
limited access to quality education 
and low household incomes,” Ngco-
bo explained.

She notes that quality STEM ed-
ucation remains especially scarce in 
many of these areas, making public 
libraries critical access points.

“Libraries that offer free access 
to computers and wi-fi serve as vital 
access points for digital tools and ed-

ucational support,” she said.
Recognising this gap, Woodhurst 

Public Library began experimenting 
with ways to introduce children to 
science and technology in an acces-
sible, engaging way, even when com-
puters and sophisticated equipment 
were limited.

“Recognising the gap in STEM 
exposure, we introduced robotics ac-
tivities and unplugged coding  — in 
which children learn about comput-
er programming through practical 
games, without using computers — 
and robotics activities. We followed 
up with the formation of STEM 
clubs and makerspaces in branch li-
braries. These initiatives are designed 
to make Science, Technology, Engi-
neering and Mathematics relatable 
and hands-on,” Ngcobo said.

A defining feature of the STEM 
Makers programme is its emphasis 
on practical, low-cost and playful 
learning.

While the libraries do provide 
tablets, laptops, microbit kits and 
free wi-fi, many activities rely on re-
cyclable and everyday materials such 
as cardboard, plastic bottles and 
scrap electronics.

Ngcobo described this approach 
as not only making the programme 
financially sustainable, but also 
teaching learners that innovation 
does not require expensive resourc-
es.

Educational activities include un-
plugged coding and robotics sessions 
that introduce computational think-
ing without reliance on advanced 
devices, scientific experiments 
and project-based learning, maths 
games, model-making, and a range 
of innovation challenges designed to 
strengthen problem-solving skills.

Librarians themselves are trained 
in unplugged coding before the 
launch of each programme, ensur-
ing that the initiative builds capacity 
within the library system, not just 
among learners.

Participation extends beyond 
the library walls, with learners 

taking part in science fairs and ex-
hibitions, attending guest talks and 
workshops, and going on field trips 
to science museums and research 
centres.

Reading and research workshops 
further strengthen literacy and sci-
entific inquiry, reinforcing the idea 
that STEM and learning go hand in 
hand.

A key driver of the programme’s 
success has been strategic partner-
ships with academic institutions, 
non-profits and industry-linked ini-
tiatives.

Woodhurst Public Library works 
closely with the University of Kwa-
Zulu-Natal, whose students volun-
teer to facilitate workshops, as well 

as the Eskom Expo for Young Scien-
tists, South Africa’s national science 
fair, and Tangible Africa, a non-prof-
it organisation that develops systems 
for teaching coding through play.

“With these partners, we can cre-
ate inclusive, engaging environments 
that foster curiosity, creativity, and 
lifelong learning; ultimately demys-
tifying science and mathematics and 
empowering youth to pursue STEM 
careers and contribute meaningfully 
to their communities,” Ngcobo said.

The partnerships also expose 
learners to role models in science 
and technology, helping them visu-
alise career pathways that may once 
have seemed impossible.

Ngcobo praised the impact of the 
programme as already visible, with 
teachers reporting improved aca-
demic performance among learners 
participating in coding clubs, while 
children themselves speak of grow-
ing confidence and new ways of 
thinking.

Holiday programmes have prov-
en especially popular.

In April last year, Woodhurst 
Public Library hosted a three-day 
holiday programme that attracted 
90 children who conducted STEM 
experiments and learned basic cod-
ing skills.

At Klaarwater Public Library, 
more than 70 children took part in 

a STEM programme focused on 
building structures to inspire inno-
vation in science and engineering.

According to the organisers, these 
sessions often serve as a learner’s first 
meaningful exposure to technology, 
and for many, the moment when 
science and maths shift from being 
intimidating school subjects to excit-
ing possibilities.

The EIFL Public Library Inno-
vation Award for STEAM recognis-
es libraries that use creativity and 
community-driven approaches to 
promote science and technology 
learning.

For Woodhurst Public Library, 
the award validates years of patient 
work in under-resourced commu-
nities, often with limited budgets but 
abundant commitment.

The recognition also comes at a 
pivotal moment.

With youth unemployment re-
maining one of South Africa’s most 
pressing challenges, early exposure 
to STEM careers is increasingly seen 
as essential for long-term economic 
inclusion.

Ngcobo says the programme is 
already laying the groundwork 

for expansion.
“The programme is ongoing, and 

participants are again busy with pro-
totypes to enter into the Eskom Expo 
for Young Scientists competition. It 
is generating valuable information 
for scaling up to other libraries, and 
there are plans to introduce STEM 
programmes in all of eThekwini mu-
nicipality’s 92 public libraries soon,” 
she said.

Beyond trophies and global ac-
claim, she praised the success of 
the STEM Makers programme for 
prompting a broader rethinking of 
what public libraries can be.

No longer just spaces for books 
and quiet study, libraries like Wood-
hurst are positioning themselves as 
active hubs of learning, experimen-
tation and opportunity.

By meeting children where they 
are, both socially and economically, 
and by using play, creativity and cu-
riosity as entry points, the library is 
helping young people look beyond 
their immediate circumstances and 
imagine futures in science, technol-
ogy and innovation.

In doing so, Woodhurst Pub-
lic Library has demonstrated that 
world-class innovation does not 
have to come from well-funded 
laboratories or elite institutions.

Sometimes, it begins in a local 
library, with cardboard, curiosi-
ty and the belief that every child 
deserves the chance to dream 
big.

eThekwini library earns global 
recognition for STEM initiative

Hands-on: Learners gather at 
Woodhurst Public Library for 
a STEM presentation.
- Photo: Supplied

Making a difference: The 
launch of the STEM Makers 
Programme at Woodhurst 
Public Library. 
- Photo: Supplied
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JOHNATHAN PAOLI 

The Electoral Commission of 
South Africa (IEC) is inten-
sifying its efforts to directly 

engage young people, positioning 
youth participation as central to the 
future health of the country’s de-
mocracy amid long-term declines 
in voter turnout and growing politi-
cal disillusionment among younger 
citizens.

Speaking to Inside Education, 
IEC deputy CEO Mowethu Mos-
ery said the Commission had de-
liberately shifted its focus towards 
schools, universities and youth 
outside formal education, recognis-
ing that first-time voters and future 
voters are overwhelmingly found in 
this demographic.

“Young people carry the bulk 
of your first-time voters. Your new 
voters are in this age group, and 
your future voters are also in this 
age group. For us, talking to South 
African citizens before they reach 
voting age, and as they enter voting 
age, is critical to encourage contin-
ued participation in our democra-
cy,” Mosery said.

The IEC’s youth strategy was 
anchored in a broad civic ed-

ucation programme that ran from 
April to September, deliberately 
timed to avoid clashing with end-
of-year examinations.

While the programme is not 
new, Mosery said the Commission 
had decided to use the non-election 
year to deepen engagement rather 
than rely on short, campaign-style 
interventions closer to voting peri-
ods.

“We said, since it’s not an elec-
tion year, let’s give ourselves suf-
ficient time to interact with the 
youth,” he said, describing the ini-
tiative as an opportunity to build a 
sustained democratic culture rather 
than chase last-minute registra-
tions.

A key pillar of the strategy is the 
School Democracy Programme, 
rolled out in partnership with the 
Department of Basic Education.

The IEC works with schools to 
reinforce civic education already 
embedded in the curriculum, cov-
ering the Constitution, national 
symbols, governance structures 
and the role of citizens in a consti-
tutional democracy. 

Beyond classroom content, 
learners are exposed to mock vot-
ing exercises, giving them a tangible 
sense of how elections work.

Mosery said the experience had 

proven unexpectedly powerful.
“When we went into schools, 

the young people below the voting 
age got to go through a mock vot-
ing process. Having ink on their 
thumbs was all the excitement. 
They were taking selfies and saying 
the experience was good for them,” 
he said.

At tertiary institutions, the ap-
proach shifts towards debate and 
discussion.

The IEC encourages open fo-
rums on topical political issues, cre-
ating space for students to express 
frustration with the state while also 
engaging with democratic process-
es.

“There were robust views and 
robust exchanges of ideas. Matters 
of discomfort around the state and 
the work of the state were voiced, 
but overall, there was enthusiasm. 
Young people appreciated having a 
platform to share their views,” Mos-
ery said.

The Commission is also ex-
tending its reach beyond schools 
and universities to include out-of-
school youth and young profes-
sionals entering the job market.

Mosery said this group often 
falls through the cracks of tradi-
tional civic education, despite being 
politically affected by decisions on 
jobs, service delivery and economic 

policy.
Underlying the IEC’s strategy 

is an acknowledgement that youth 
voter participation has been on a 
downward trend for more than a 
decade.

Research conducted by the 
Commission points less to apathy 
and more to disillusionment and 
lack of trust in politics.

“We see that it points more to 
disillusionment than opportunity. 
Many young people want nothing 
to do with politics, but if you en-
gage them, you find they do want to 
do something; they’re just not sure 
whether voting is that something,” 
Mosery said.

As a result, the IEC has con-
sciously shifted away from negative 
or fear-based messaging, instead 
focusing on positive, action-ori-
ented communication aimed at re-
building trust.

“Our messaging needs to create 
hope. When you make a statement, 
it must be intended to encourage 
and call people to action,” Mosery 
said, adding that social and youth 
activism are increasingly import-
ant entry points for democratic en-
gagement.

The Commission is also adapt-
ing its methods to account for 

differences in access between urban 
and rural youth.

While overall participation 
trends are similar, Mosery noted 
that access to information and digi-
tal platforms creates uneven oppor-
tunities.

“In areas with better access to in-
formation, online services are more 
prevalent,” he said.

This has informed the IEC’s push 
for online registration tools and 
mobile registration units, which it 
refers to as “mutation stations”, to 
reach young people who are digi-
tally connected as well as those in 
more remote communities.

Looking ahead, the IEC is ex-
ploring further electoral innova-
tions, including expanded use of 
technology and long-term discus-
sions around forms of e-voting, 
while emphasising that transpar-
ency and trust must remain para-
mount.

For now, Mosery said the im-
mediate task is social rather than 
technical.

IEC steps up youth-focused drive 
to rebuild voter participation and 
democratic culture

Democracy in action: The IEC 
Free State team conducted 
voter education and on-site 
registration at Ntsu Secondary 
School in the Dihlabeng Mu-
nicipality. - Photos: X/IEC
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THAPELO MOLEFE 

When Gauteng schools 
opened on 14 January 
2026, thousands of 

learners had nowhere to go. By 
the third week of term, approxi-
mately 2,700 children remained 
without placements, a crisis con-
centrated in Johannesburg East 
and Ekurhuleni that left parents 
exhausted, children distressed, 
and serious questions about the 
province’s capacity to educate its 
youth.

Before schools opened, the 
Gauteng Department of Educa-
tion reported a 98.5% placement 
rate, but the remaining 4,858 un-
placed learners represented thou-
sands of families facing an uncer-
tain start to the academic year. 
Johannesburg East alone strug-
gled to place over 1,000 Grade 8 
learners.

As the crisis unfolded, ru-
mours circulated suggesting for-
eign nationals were being priori-
tised over South African learners. 
Gauteng Education MEC Matome 
Chiloane dismissed the claims 
as “misleading and unfounded”, 
warning that any school or official 
found contravening admissions 
policies would face consequenc-
es. “No school is permitted to pri-
oritise foreign national learners 
ahead of South African learners,” 
he said.

Writing in the Daily Maverick, 
Dr Nathan Ferreira, a lecturer in 
the Department of Inclusive Ed-
ucation at the College of Educa-
tion, University of South Africa, 
said: “The GDE cites ‘high-pres-
sure zones’ as the root cause, but 
critics argue that chronic under-
investment and poor forecast-
ing perpetuate this annual crisis. 
Township schools are already 
overcrowded and cannot absorb 
the influx of learners from infor-
mal settlements and new housing 
developments.”

For affected families, the weeks 
of uncertainty came at a steep 
cost: lost learning time, strained 
finances, and shattered trust in a 
system meant to serve them.

Boitumelo Morobane, a Kru-
gersdorp mother, followed every 
step the system required. She 
applied during the official July 
2025 window, carefully selecting 
two high schools in her area. One 
was a feeder school linked to her 
child’s primary school, a choice 
that should have made placement 
straightforward.

Months passed without any re-
sponse from either school. When 
Morobane contacted the district 
office seeking clarity, officials sent 
her from “pillar to post” with no 
resolution. A placement notifi-
cation eventually arrived, but for 
a school she had never applied 
to, one she describes as having a 
troubled reputation.

“We raise our kids to become 
better citizens, but instead our 
government pushes them to be 
mixed with ill-mannered kids,” 
she said. “This government has 
failed in everything they do.”

A Fourways father who works 
at the Johannesburg Central 

SAPS found himself in a similar 
nightmare. Despite applying early 
for his child to attend Fourways 
High School, the nearest school 
to both their home and his work-
place, the system placed the child 
at Northriding High School in-
stead.

During the first week of term, 
determined to find answers, he 
woke at 2am and began a frustrat-

ing journey through the bureau-
cracy. He moved from office to 
office, only to be told at the head 
office that officials could mere-
ly check the system and confirm 
what he already knew.

“We applied very, very early,” 
he said. “But they decided, no, we 
are not placing your child there. 
We are placing your child at 
Northriding High School.”

Officials told him Fourways 
High was full and offered only 
one option: wait 10 days for pos-
sible movement on the waiting 
list, with no guarantees.

The distant placement created 
impossible logistics for the work-
ing father. A spot at Fourways 
High would have allowed a sim-
ple morning routine, dropping 
his child at school before heading 
to Central SAPS. The Northriding 
placement shattered that possibil-
ity entirely.

“Now you find that the school 
at which the child is placed is far 
from where you are staying,” he 
explained. 

“We want the child to be placed 

nearer to where we are staying. 
Because it’s easy for us. When we 
wake up in the morning, we just 
drop the child off, then we come 
to work.”

The department’s inflexibility 
left him exasperated.

“They don’t want to under-
stand. That’s the challenge that we 
are facing,” he said. 

“Parents end up taking the 
children to the private schools. 
What is that? We can’t afford pri-
vate schools.”

System errors compounded 
the crisis for some families. 

A Linksfield Ridge parent had 
relocated in October 2025 and 
promptly updated her proof of 
residence in November, ensuring 
the department had her correct 
address on file. 

The system ignored the update 
entirely, placing her child at a 
school in Kempton Park, a 60km 
daily round trip that would con-
sume hours and money the family 
does not have.

“I uploaded my proof of res-

idence already in November. 
That’s when I got it from my land-
lord because I moved in October,” 
she said. 

“I’m not going to drive 60kms 
a day to Kempton Park to go and 
drop my son at school.”

When she attempted to resolve 
the issue, officials offered no as-
sistance. Instead, she encountered 
hostility that left her feeling victi-
mised by the very system meant 
to help her.

“We are experiencing bullying 
because when we do talk to them, 
they don’t respond to us very 
well,” she said.

For a Bedfordview mother, 
the crisis arrived without warn-
ing. Her son had been living with 
her father in Margate, KwaZu-
lu-Natal, until he fell ill, and the 
child had to relocate suddenly to 
Gauteng. There had been no time 
for a standard application.

Hoping for assistance, she vis-
ited the department’s Marshall-
town office, only to discover that 
they only handle just Grade 1 and 
Grade 8 placements. For her son’s 

Gauteng school crisis: How thousands 
of learners started 2026 without 
classrooms to go to

Warning: Gauteng Education MEC Matome Chiloane said reports that foreign nationals were being prioritised over South African learn-
ers were  “misleading and unfounded” and that any school or official found contravening admissions policies would face consequences. 
- Photo: X
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grade, officials directed her to the 
Benoni district office, a journey 
requiring two taxi fares each way.

In a struggling economy, the 
transport costs alone were crip-
pling, and that was before uni-
forms, stationery, and other 
school expenses.

“The economy is bad, bad, 
bad,” she said. “You don’t have 
that kind of money to be taking 
one taxi to another taxi, com-
ing back. And you still have to 
buy uniforms, stationery, all that 
stuff.”

Phone calls to district offices 
went unanswered, leaving her 

trapped in uncertainty while pre-
cious time slipped away.

“They don’t answer their 
phones. They don’t get back to 
you. And time is going. We need 
to place him in a school.”

Other parents found them-
selves caught between institu-
tions, with schools and district 
offices pointing fingers at each 
other while children remained in 
limbo.

One parent described arriv-
ing at the district office after be-
ing turned away from her chosen 
school. Officials told her to return 
to the school and request docu-
mentation. At the school, admin-
istrators dismissed her, saying 
they could do nothing without 
proof from the district.

“I got to the school. They dis-
missed me. They told me I need 
to come here,” she said. “If I don’t 
have any proof of these people 
saying I must go to the school, 
there’s nothing they can do for 
me.”

At Ekurhuleni district offices 
during the first weeks of term, the 
human cost of the crisis was im-
possible to ignore. Learners in full 
school uniform stood in queues 
alongside their parents, ready for 
classrooms they could not enter.

Some had arrived at their as-
signed schools on the first day, 
only to be told their applications 
had not been processed correctly. 
Now they waited in administra-
tive limbo while classmates began 
the year without them.

“We went to school, and they 
said we must come here to the 
district because the school appli-
cation wasn’t submitted through,” 
one uniformed student said. 

“I feel very sad because some 
of the learners in my class are be-
ing educated, while we are falling 
behind.”

Another learner captured the 
helplessness many families expe-
rienced.

“Time is moving. But we must 
try and try and try.”

Throughout the crisis, Gauteng 
Education Department spokes-
person Steve Mabona acknowl-
edged the pressure on the system 

while defending the department’s 
efforts. The fundamental prob-
lem, he maintained, was infra-
structure. 

Gauteng simply did not have 
enough schools and classroom 
space for everyone seeking place-
ment.

“Our challenge is capacity. We 
need to make sure that we have 
enough schools, enough spaces 
where we will be in a position to 

accommodate learners,” he said.
The pressure was concentrated 

in predictable hotspots: Ekurhu-
leni North, Ekurhuleni South, 
and Johannesburg East, with 
Tembisa, Kempton Park, Ivory 
Park, Midrand, and parts of Al-
exandra bearing the heaviest bur-
den.

Mabona explained that the 10-
day waiting period was standard 
policy. Schools needed time to 
conduct headcounts and identify 
learners who had been placed but 
never arrived. Only after deregis-
tering those no-shows could they 
create space for families still wait-
ing.

“After 10 days, then the schools 
have the right to deregister those 
who are not coming. Then we cre-
ate space for those who are com-
ing.”

The department deployed sev-
eral interventions, including mo-
bile classroom units, accelerated 
construction of satellite schools, 
and temporary placements in 
school halls, libraries, and prima-
ry school buildings.

Mabona acknowledged that 
some schools worsened the prob-
lem by refusing to assist parents 
directly, instead redirecting them 
to already overwhelmed district 
offices.

“It looks like schools are shift-
ing the goalposts,” he said. “We 
called upon them not to do that. 

Migration into the province 
added further strain. New ap-
plicants arrived daily from other 
provinces, many having never 
applied at all. Economic hardship 
was also pushing families out of 
private schools and into a public 
system already stretched beyond 
capacity.

While apologising for the 
disruption, Mabona urged 

patience and assured parents 
that catch-up programmes would 
help affected learners recover lost 
ground.

“It’s not easy to tell your child 
that there’s no space, we are still 
waiting,” he acknowledged. 

“It’s an inconvenience, yes. But 
we also need to acknowledge, and 
parents need to acknowledge, that 
we are pressured in Gauteng.”

The 2026 placement crisis has 
raised difficult questions about 
Gauteng’s readiness for growing 
educational demand. Migration 
into the province shows no sign 
of slowing, and economic pres-
sures continue pushing families 
from private to public schools. 
The conditions that produced 
this year’s chaos appear structural 
rather than temporary.

For parents like Morobane, 
who followed every rule, met ev-
ery deadline, and still found her 
choices ignored, the experience 
has left deep scars.

Space problem: Critics argue that chronic underinvestment and poor forecasting perpetuate this annual crisis. - Photo: X

It’s an inconvenience, 
yes. But we also 

need to acknowledge, 
and parents need to 
acknowledge, that 

we are pressured in 
Gauteng.

 — 
Gauteng Department 

of Education 
spokesperson Steve 

Mabona

“
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SCIENCE & TECHNOLOGY

CLEMENCE
MANYUKWE 

Higher education collab-
orations between Africa 
and China are poised to 

expand this year, building on 
the momentum generated by the 
designation of 2026 as the Year 
of People-to-People Exchanges 
between the two regions. A range 
of activities form part of the ex-
changes, including key initiatives 
in higher education and science.

The Chinese Ministry of For-
eign Affairs announced a series 
of flagship developmental initia-
tives related to Africa for the year 
of people exchanges.

These include the annual 
meeting of the China-Africa 
University Alliance Exchange 
Mechanism and China-Africa 
University Presidents Forum; 
the China-Africa Technical and 
Vocational Education and Train-
ing Cooperation Plan; a train-
ing programme on biodiversity 
conservation; an educational 
empowerment programme for 
African women entrepreneurs; 
a youth innovation and entre-
preneurship competition; and a 
series of activities at Confucius 
Institutes in Africa.

Additionally, the programme 
will feature the Training Pro-
gramme on Chinese Modernisa-
tion and African Development, 
the African Literary Works 
Translation and Publication 
Project, and the China-Africa 
Innovation Cooperation and De-
velopment Forum.

In an interview with Uni-
versity World News, Benjamin 
Mulvey, a China expert and the 
deputy director of postgradu-
ate research at the University of 
Glasgow’s school of education, 
noted that China distinguishes 
itself from other countries by 
placing unusually strong empha-
sis on people-to-people relations 
as a cornerstone of its engage-
ment with African nations.

This focus is particularly pro-
nounced in higher education, a 
sector that has long played a vital 
role in fostering these exchanges.

Mulvey said China placed a 
greater emphasis on universi-
ties and postgraduate training 
compared to initiatives by other 
countries that have historically 
focused on basic or secondary 
education.

This approach underscores 
China’s conviction that higher 
education cooperation and ex-
changes are potent tools for cul-
tivating long-term influence.

By targeting future leaders, 

academics and professionals, 
China is strategically leveraging 
higher education as a means to 
shape perceptions, forge rela-
tionships, and foster alignments 
in Africa over the long term, he 
added.

“There was considerable un-
certainty following the most 
recent Forum on China-Africa 
Cooperation (FOCAC) meeting, 
especially given the absence of an 
explicit commitment to a specific 
number of scholarships. Against 
that backdrop, the Year of Peo-
ple-to-People Exchanges can be 
read as a signal that China re-
mains committed to educational 
cooperation and mobility, even if 
the precise scale and modalities 
are now less clearly articulated 
than in the past.

“While it is still too early to as-
sess concrete impacts, the initia-
tive clearly signals that education 
and people-to-people exchanges 
remain central to China’s broad-
er strategy in Africa. Higher ed-
ucation, in particular, is viewed 
by China as a long-term invest-
ment that helps create favourable 
political, social and institutional 
conditions across the continent,” 
he added.

Asked about the number of 
African students in China at the 
moment, Mulvey said this has 
become increasingly difficult to 
assess as the Chinese govern-

ment stopped regularly releasing 
detailed data on international 
students during the COVID-19 
period, and transparency around 
mobility figures has not fully re-
sumed.

“That said, China-Africa 
higher education cooperation 
currently operates through sev-
eral main modalities. One is in-
stitutional partnerships, which 
have been expanded in recent 
years through initiatives such as 
the ‘100 Universities Coopera-
tion Plan’.

"Another is scholarships and 
student mobility, which suffered 
a significant setback during 
COVID-19 but are likely to re-
cover, even if the scale is now 
less visible. A third area involves 
academic networks, including 
think tanks, conferences and 
other exchange mechanisms that 
bring scholars together for re-
search collaboration and policy 
dialogue,” he added.

Professor Peng Yi, a higher 
education expert working 

with the Association of African 
Universities (AAU) on collab-
orations with China, told Uni-
versity World News that coop-
eration and exchanges in higher 
education between China and 
Africa began in the 1950s, main-
ly in fields such as the Chinese 
language, medicine and agricul-

ture, aiming to cultivate urgently 
needed construction talents for 
the newly independent African 
countries.

From the 1990s to the early 
21st century, the cooperation 
model gradually transformed 
into a two-way interaction, she 
added.

“Inter-university exchang-
es, academic visits and Chinese 
language-teaching Confucius 
Institutes became increasingly 
diverse, and the content of coop-
eration became more multifacet-
ed,” she said.

“A leap occurred after the es-
tablishment of FOCAC in 2000, 
when China-Africa higher edu-
cation cooperation was elevated 
to a strategic level between heads 
of state. Under the framework of 
FOCAC, at each triennial sum-
mit, the Chinese government 
would announce a series of ma-
jor measures to support Africa’s 
education development,” she 
added.

She noted that, in recent years, 
the cooperation has continued to 
expand to the levels of scientific 
research innovation and digi-
tal transformation. Joint labo-
ratories have been established, 
and research projects have been 
jointly initiated to address com-
mon challenges such as public 
health, agriculture, and climate 
change.

“So, through the AAU and 
China Association of Higher 
Education, we established the 
China-Africa Consortium of 
Universities exchange mecha-
nism, pushing the China-Africa 
collaboration of the higher edu-
cation field into a new high level, 
although it is still young, and we 
set 10 major areas for collabo-
ration, which we believe are the 
most urgent and important,” she 
added.

She said these are digital edu-
cation, health, agricultural devel-
opment, trade and investment, 
mining resources, an interdis-
ciplinary focus on modern sys-
tems from technology to biolo-
gy, environment and sustainable 
development, language, culture 
and civilisation exchanges, na-
tional social governance as well 
as media and communication, 
which also include building the 
economic reputation – the na-
tional images – of the countries 
involved.

Peng said that, building on 
progress made so far, efforts are 
underway to develop a more 
robust and integrated platform 
that unifies scattered coopera-
tion initiatives and harnesses co-
operation mechanisms to drive 
collaborative innovation and 
networking. 

— University World News

Africa, China to expand their
scientific collaboration

Empowerment: The Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs has announced a series of flagship developmental initiatives related to Africa for 
2026, designted as the Year of People-to-People Exchanges between the two regions.  - Photos: Vecteezy.com
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TRAVEL

SIMON NARE

Never in my life did I imagine 
I would one day witness a 
leopard in the bush being a 

full-on drama queen — until a re-
cent visit to the iconic Kruger Na-
tional Park on an unforgivingly hot 
summer’s day.

As stunned and excited visitors 
sat packed in safari vehicles, cam-
eras clicking relentlessly, the big cat 
moved with aplomb — her progres-
sion calculated, measured and de-
liberate — delivering what felt like 
an Oscar-worthy performance. You 
would swear she was doing it for the 
cameras.

It’s one thing to see these animals 
on television, but completely differ-
ent to encounter them up close and 
personal. The experience fills you 
with an indescribable thrill and cre-
ates an intimate connection with the 
wild. 

Had we caught her on a kill, the 
spectacle could easily have earned 
some photographers a picture of the 
year. But the heat was oppressive, 
and despite a few impalas grazing a 
stone’s throw away, the leopard could 
not be bothered. Instead, she chose 
to give us a show, demonstrating her 
power and grace with an elegant and 
lazy stroll through the bush.

These are the moments to savour 
in the Kruger National Park — see-
ing wildlife as close as possible in 
their natural habitat. 

The park hosts a vast array of 
species, making it one of Africa’s 
richest biodiversity reserves. There 
are more than 147 mammal species, 
over 500 bird species, 114 reptile 
species, and numerous fish and am-
phibian species.

It is estimated to be home to be-
tween 13,000 and 17,000 elephants, 

40,000 to 48,000 buffaloes, about 
180,000 impalas, roughly 30,000 ze-
bras, and between 1,500 and 2,000 
giraffes. 

Covering an area of 19,485 
square kilometres, the park offers 
visitors who plan their game drives 
carefully a strong chance of spot-
ting the Big Five — elephant, rhino, 
Cape buffalo, lion, and leopard — in 
a single day. It teems with elephants, 
black and white rhinos, giraffes, ze-
bras, buffaloes, warthogs, hippopot-
amus, crocodiles and a wide range of 
antelope species.

Carnivores such as lion, leopard, 
cheetah, wild dog and spotted 

hyena are constantly on the prowl, 
hunting to feed themselves and their 
young. This diversity is what makes 
the park unique and a powerful 
drawcard for tourists.

Our group was not fortunate 
enough to see all of the Big Five in 
one day, but we managed four. See-
ing towering giraffes, massive ele-
phant tuskers, buffalo wallowing in 
the mud, and a solitary male lion 
resting lazily in the shade made the 
trip unforgettable. The endangered 
rhino proved elusive, though we 
were told sightings were more like-
ly around the Skukuza Camp area 
where we were based.

A bush braai under the stars at 
Delaporte came a close second to 
the thrill of seeing the leopard strut 
her stuff. Dining on braaied buffalo 
meat beneath the night sky while 
hyenas circled the area was simply 
awesome — made more comforting 
by the presence of armed guards. 
Only the mosquitoes threatened to 
spoil the evening for those who had 
forgotten to apply repellent.

As Thabo Tlalanyane, general 
manager for the park’s commercial 
operations, explains, game drives are 
only one of many activities available 
in the park. Others include birding, 
guided bush walks, hiking, moun-
tain biking and wilderness trails, 
where visitors can encounter more 
than 300 tree species, including the 
baobab and marula.

There are also optional adventure 
activities such as 4x4 trails, picnic 
spots, cultural site visits, golf, rafting 
and tubing on the Sabie River, and 
zip-lining for thrill seekers.

With ten entrance gates — Paul 
Kruger, Numbi, Phabeni, Orpen, 
Crocodile Bridge, Phalaborwa, Pun-
da Maria, Pafuri and Giriyondo — 
as well as five bush camps (Bateleur, 
Biyamiti, Shimuwini, Sirheni and 
Talamati), the park truly is heaven 
waiting to be explored.

Tlalanyane said it was encourag-

ing to see more South Africans visit-
ing the park, with 1.4 million visitors 
recorded in 2024 alone. SANParks, 
he said, is exploring ways to make 
the park more affordable and ac-
cessible to locals, stressing that the 
country’s parks belong to all South 
Africans and that its role is simply to 
manage them.

There is no denying that many 
visitors — particularly interna-

tional tourists — come to Kruger to 
watch animals roam freely through 
dense bush and vast open plains. 
The park recommends early-morn-
ing and late-afternoon game drives 
for the best chance of sightings, 
as most animals rest in the shade 
during the heat of the day and are 
harder to spot unless they are close 
to the road.

The park’s popularity and success 
have also made it a target for poach-
ers, particularly those seeking prized 
rhino horn. Vultures — which play 
a crucial role in maintaining biodi-
versity — have increasingly been 
caught in the crossfire.

Head of Rangers Cathy Dreyer 
told journalists during a media ex-
cursion in late 2025 that the year had 
been the worst on record. Since 2023, 
the park has recorded the deaths of 
886 vultures due to poisoning. Drey-

er said management was still trying 
to understand the motive, though 
some rangers believe the birds were 
not directly targeted but poisoned 
after feeding on carcasses laced with 
poison by poachers.

While fighting this scourge, the 
park is also expanding its facilities to 
accommodate growing visitor num-
bers. Recently, new modern self-ca-
tering units were unveiled at Skuku-
za Camp as part of a R700-million 
upgrade project across several 
camps, following a government cash 
injection.

Major improvements are fo-
cused on Skukuza and include 
refurbished visitor accommoda-
tion, modernised staff housing 
and upgraded viewing areas to 
cope with high visitor volumes. 
The project aims to upgrade 100 
accommodation units and build a 
new 500-seater conference centre, 
a move expected to boost business 
tourism.

However, another challenge 
looms. Devastating floods caused 
by heavy rains recently left a trail of 
destruction, damaging bridges and 
accommodation facilities. Several 
areas were submerged for extend-
ed periods, forcing management 
to ban day visitors and temporarily 
close all bush camps.

Kruger National Park:
Where wildlife steals 
the show

Magnificent: The Big Five — 
lion, leopard, rhino, buffalo 
and elephant — can all be seen 
by lucky visitors to the Kruger 
National Park. 
- Photos: Vecteezy.com
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When six young South 
Africans set sail from 
Cape Town on 27 De-

cember, few outside the sailing 
world fully grasped what lay 
ahead of them.

Nineteen days later, after cross-
ing 3,300 nautical miles of the 
Atlantic Ocean, the Alexforbes 
Angel Wings crew arrived in Rio 
de Janeiro, having completed one 
of the world’s most demanding 
offshore yacht races and reshaped 
perceptions of who belongs in 
elite ocean sailing.

Backed by financial services 
company Alexforbes and devel-
oped through the Royal Cape 
Yacht Club Sailing Academy, the 
youth-led crew completed the 
2025 Cape2Rio Yacht Race under 
extraordinary conditions, includ-
ing a critical equipment failure 
mid-Atlantic.

Their campaign was defined 
not by privilege or resources, but 
by discipline, composure and col-
lective resilience.

At the heart of the achieve-
ment were six sailors whose per-
sonal journeys reflect a broad-
er transformation underway in 
South African sailing.

Sibusiso “Sibu” Sizatu: Leader-
ship forged through mentorship
Captain Sibusiso “Sibu” Sizatu 
carried the dual responsibility of 
leading the yacht and mentoring 
a largely first-time crew through 
one of offshore sailing’s most un-
forgiving passages.

An instructor at the Royal 
Cape Yacht Club Sailing Acade-
my, Sizatu had previously skip-
pered the Alexforbes ArchAngel 
team to a podium finish in the 
2023 Cape2Rio.

That experience proved in-
valuable when the Angel Wings 
campaign encountered adversity 
thousands of kilometres from 
land.

Under his leadership, the crew 
remained calm and solutions-fo-
cused after a boom failure during 
a downwind turn in the early 
hours of the crossing, a scenario 
that forces many teams to retire.

“The crew were tested prop-
erly out there. The way they 
stayed calm, solved the problem 
and kept racing says everything 
about their growth,” Sizatu re-
flected after the race.

For Sizatu, the crossing reaf-
firmed his belief that mentorship 
and preparation can produce 
world-class sailors from any 
background.

Renaldo Mohale: Experience 
when it mattered most
First mate Renaldo Mohale 
brought more than 15 years of 
sailing experience and crucial 
offshore knowledge to the team.

A Day Skipper licence hold-
er and Cape2Rio veteran from 
the 2023 race, Mohale played a 
stabilising role throughout the 
crossing.

His composure was especial-
ly critical after the boom failure, 
when decisions needed to be 
made quickly and confidently to 
keep the yacht safe, balanced and 
competitive.

“There’s space in sailing for 
young people, especially women. 
But they need to know these op-
portunities exist,” Mohale said.

Mohale’s presence bridged 
generations within the crew, 
ensuring that experience was 
shared rather than guarded, and 
reinforcing a culture of trust on 
board.

Sesona Ntsaluba: Discovering 
strength far from shore
At 21, Sesona Ntsaluba was the 
youngest sailor on board and 
among those completing their first 
Atlantic crossing.

Introduced to sailing just three 
years ago, her progression through 
regattas and offshore races had 
been rapid, but Cape2Rio tested 
her in entirely new ways.

Night watches, fatigue and ex-
tended time at sea forced moments 
of doubt, she later acknowledged, 
but also revealed inner strength.

“Waking up in the middle of 
the night for shifts was tough, and 
doubts crept in. But teamwork and 
focus helped me push through. 
I realised I’m stronger than I 
thought,” Ntsaluba said.

Holding a Day Skipper qualifi-
cation, Ntsaluba emerged from the 
race with greater confidence and a 
clearer vision for her future in the 
maritime sector.

Yonela Temela: From school 
excursion to global stage
For Yonela Temela, the Cape2Rio 
finish line marked the realisation 
of a dream sparked years earlier 
during a school visit to the Royal 
Cape Yacht Club.

That early exposure led her to 
pursue sailing seriously, compet-
ing in events such as the Mykonos 
and West Coast races, travelling 
internationally, and even repre-
senting South Africa as a sailing 
instructor in the United States.

“I’ve always wanted to do this 
race. Doing it with this team made 
it even more meaningful,” Temela 
said after arriving in Rio.

Temela’s contribution through-
out the crossing reflected both 
technical competence and emo-
tional intelligence, qualities essen-
tial in the confined, high-pressure 

environment of offshore racing.

Philasande Gwala: Academic 
discipline meets ocean reality
Originally from Durban and now 
based in Khayelitsha, Philasande 
Gwala brought a blend of academ-
ic training and practical seaman-
ship to the crew.

A National Diploma holder 
in Maritime Studies, Gwala also 
holds a Day Skipper licence and is 
nearing completion of her Yacht-
master Offshore Skippers qualifi-
cation.

Cape2Rio provided a re-
al-world test of everything she had 
studied and trained for.

“I kept picturing us arriving in 
Rio and seeing the Christ the Re-
deemer statue. That moment made 
every challenge worth it,” she said.

Gwala’s steady presence and 
growing leadership were evident 
as the crew navigated both techni-
cal setbacks and physical exhaus-
tion.

Yobanathi Klaas: Strength
beyond the start line
Although sailing as a reserve, Yo-
banathi “Yobs” Klaas was an inte-
gral part of the campaign, training 
alongside the team and support-
ing preparation throughout the 
months leading up to the race.

Introduced to sailing through 
an education programme, Klaas 
describes the sport as an unex-
pected discovery that changed the 
trajectory of her life.

“Sailing has shown me what 
resilience looks like. More young 
people from our neighbourhoods 
deserve access to this experience,” 
she said.

Her inclusion underscores the 
team’s commitment to develop-
ment and long-term impact be-
yond a single race.

More than just a competition
The Alexforbes Angel Wings cam-
paign extended beyond competi-
tion.

During the race, the crew con-
tributed to environmental re-
search through a partnership with 
race organisers, yacht owners and 
the International SeaKeepers So-
ciety, collecting ocean data across 
the Atlantic.

Their performance drew na-
tional attention, with leaders high-
lighting the broader significance 
of the achievement.

The Deputy Minister of Sport, 
Arts and Culture, Peace Mabe, de-
scribed the result as “far more than 
winning a race”, noting the maturi-
ty and decision-making displayed 
by a young crew under pressure.

From Masiphumelele, Khayelit-
sha, Grassy Park and Athlone to 
the shores of Rio de Janeiro, the 
six sailors demonstrated what 
becomes possible when talent is 
matched with access, structure 
and belief.

The ocean, as sailors often say, 
does not care where you come 
from.

And over 3,300 nautical miles, 
the Alexforbes Angel Wings crew 
proved exactly what they were 
made of.

Their successful Atlantic cross-
ing has reinforced the value of 
long-term investment in youth de-
velopment, access and mentorship 
within South African sport.

For the Royal Cape Yacht Club 
Sailing Academy, the campaign 
stands as proof that structured 
training and belief can translate 
into world-class performance.

For young South Africans 
watching from shore, it offers a 
powerful message: the ocean is no 
longer a boundary, but a pathway, 
and they belong on it.  

Across the Atlantic: The sailors behind SA’s 
Alexforbes’ Angel Wings Cape2Rio triumph

Almost there: The Angel Wings yacht approaching Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. 
- Photo: Alexforbes

Triumph: The Alexforbes Angel Wings crew: Sesona Ntsabula, Yonela Temela, Renaldo 
Mohale, Skipper Sibu Sizatu and Philasande Gwala. - Photo: Alexforbes




