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1. Introduction 
This is a Summary Document of the full consolidated research report, presented to the Worker 

Education Committee (comprised of representatives of COSATU, NACTU and FEDUSA) and the 

Inaugural Worker Education Conference held in August 2018.   

Now more than ever, worker education is critically important, particularly in the current context of 

neo-liberal capitalism and the growing informalisation and precarious nature of work, in which trade 

unions and workers are increasingly under attack, as described by the ILO: 

“Unions are faced with the effects of unfair globalization, attacks on their existence by 

supporters of neo-liberalism, rapidly changing technology in the workplace, undemocratic 

global governing bodies and expanding informal economies in which people try to make a 

living as best they can, as well as other challenges such as the worst forms of child labour 

and HIV/AIDS. Learning how to address these and other issues effectively is the key to the 

continuing health and growth of the labour movement. And the key to learning in the labour 

movement is effective union education. Improving the funding of union education, linking it 

to labour research and workplace issues, making it relevant to a broader spectrum of 

working people, updating its methodologies and training its practitioners will help the 

movement learn how to create the new knowledge it needs to face the challenges ahead.” 

(ILO, 2007).  

As the ILO points out above, union education (and worker education more broadly) is essential to 

building a strong labour movement capable of challenging the ills of capitalism.  But the quality and 

relevance of such education, and the capacity of trade union educators, is essential to ensuring that 

worker education helps to equip workers and shop stewards to fight for workers’ rights and dignity. 

Vally et al further highlight the challenges of the current era that impact on worker education: 

While the legacy of worker education in South Africa is a rich and proud one from which an 

enormous amount can be learnt, new developments brought about by ongoing capital 

accumulation as well as the waxing and waning and changing forms of class struggle have 

brought forward new challenges. Only a few of the most notable among these are the 

widespread casualisation of labour and the rise of “precarious work”; social, political and 

economic challenges arising from the movements of migrant workers, including xenophobia; 

and the accelerating ecological crisis wrought by continuing, unfettered industrial expansion. 

(Vally et al, 2013) 

Worker education is under threat because of these contextual challenges, and the responses of the 

labour movement to these challenges.  At the height of the trade union movement, worker 

education was organically linked to union organising and workers struggles.  However, worker 

education has become increasingly tied to and influenced by the dominant discourse of the current 

period. 

Worker education was historically built upon “a strong emancipatory objective” with emphasis on 

solidarity, collective struggle and learning and democratic participation (Cooper, 2005:3).  Since the 

formation of a liberal democratic political establishment, worker education has shifted to a much 

stronger focus on individual mobility through skills development and vocational education for the 

sake of economic productivity and profit, rather than broader social and collective upliftment (see 

Cooper, 2009, Vally, 2018 and Hamilton, 2018).    
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The extent to which the labour movement and other working class organisations are able to respond 

to these challenges, and the extent to which the movement is able to utilise worker education to 

build unity of workers and working class struggles to challenge the dominant system and fight for 

workers’ rights; will have a very real impact on both the future of the labour movement and broader 

social change. 

1.1. Methodology 

NALEDI was commissioned by the Worker Education Committee to conduct research on Worker 

Education with the following key objectives: 

 To conduct an audit of current worker education programmes 

 To analyse current skills, required skills and scarce skills for developing worker education 

 To develop tools for ongoing monitoring and evaluation of worker education 

 To develop a vision and proposals for integrated and sustainable worker education 

 To develop policy and funding proposals to support our vision of worker education  

The NALEDI Research Team for this project is as follows: 

 Project Coordinator - Liesl Orr (NALEDI Senior Researcher) 

 Hameda Deedat (NALEDI Acting Director) 

 Michael Koen (Senior Research Consultant) 

 Ebrahim Khalil Hassen (Senior Research Consultant) 

 Musa Malabela (Research consultant)  

 Melisizwe Tyiso (NALEDI Researcher)  

 Boitumelo Molete (NALEDI Project/Research Support)  

 Nelly Zondi (NALEDI Admin Support) 

The following are the expected research outputs: 

1. Matrix and analysis of Worker Education provision and ‘provider landscape’ 

2. Methodological tools for ongoing monitoring and evaluation of Worker Education 

3. Analysis of current Skills, required skills and scarce skills for developing WE 

4. Policy proposals for skills and institutional development 

5. A 5 year ‘workable’ skills development plan and institutional development plan geared 
towards developing a holistic worker education system that fits into other parts of the macro-
education system in South Africa. 

6. Proposals for developing relationships between Union Federations and  independent unions, 

LSOs, university-based centres and NGOs 

NALEDI conceptualised this project as a collaborative effort with Labour Service Organisations and 

trade unions, as the main providers of worker education.  The purpose of this collaboration was to 

ensure that those most experienced and engaged in the thinking and practice of worker education 

should be the main drivers of vision and policy.  This is to ensure that the vision and policy proposals 

are informed by practice. 

To this end, 7 labour service organisations were commissioned to provide detailed analysis and 

assessments of their own worker education programmes.   

The analysis of LSO worker education provision is based on data and analysis compiled by the 

following LSOs: 
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 Development Institute for Training, Support and Education for Labour (DITSELA) 

 Workers’ College 

 Labour Research Service (LRS) 

 Industrial Health Research Group (IHRG) 

 International Labour, Research and Information Group (ILRIG) 

 Workers’ World Media Productions (WWMP) 

 National Labour and Economic Development Institute (NALEDI) 

The research approach starts by defining worker education and its particular characteristics and 

scope.  Objectives are determined based on the contextual analysis and the purpose of worker 

education as defined.  Barriers and needs are further identified through the data analysis.   

The full final research report is structured as follows: 

Section 1: Introduction and Methodology introduces the report, outlines the research aims and 

objectives, the methodological tools used, and the organisations and institutions surveyed. 

Section 2: Conceptualising Worker Education looks at historical traditions and practices of worker 

education, how this has changed, and the definition and defining characteristics of worker 

education. 

Section 3: Contextual Analysis locates worker education in its socio-economic context in South 

Africa, by providing a statistical analysis of employment and unemployment, inequality, and the 

demographic and social characteristics of trade union membership 

Section 4: Trade Union & LSO Worker Education Provision creates a baseline of information and 

provides statistical analysis on the existing provision of worker education by trade unions, Labour 

Service Organisations (LSOs) and other institutions.  The section analyses data on the potential 

beneficiaries, mapping and profiling provision and providers along with learners.  

Section 5: Situational Analysis for Worker Education briefly reviews the Education Policy Landscape 

and it further contextualises worker education within the broader education policy terrain; also 

focusing on the resources environment identifying key debates and constraints confronting worker 

education and the institutions that provide it. It orientates political, social, economic and 

technological variables identified by literature and respondents for future strategic planning. 

Section 6: Education, Skills and Institutional Capacity Development Needs Analysis outlines the 

purpose of worker education, flowing from earlier sections, then identifies contextual, operational 

and policy barriers to worker education.  It further identifies needs for skills development and 

institutional capacity building based upon the data gathered.  This is followed by a gap analysis at 

the various levels of target groups.   

Section 7: Recommendations and Proposed Funding Models puts forward a set of proposals aimed 

at building institutional capacity and skills for worker education, enhancing provision of worker 

education, and accessing sustainable funding for worker education. 

This Summary Report pulls out key findings from the above seven sections covered in the full 

consolidated research report. 

The research methods that were followed include: 

a. Literature Review 
b. LSO case studies 



A Summary of the Research Report on Worker Education 
September 2018 

 

Page 7 of 59 
 

c. Trade Union interviews 
d. Educator Survey 
e. Learner Survey 
f. Institutional interviews 
g. Key Informant Interviews  

The analysis in this report is based on the following primary and secondary sources of data: 

Method Number Sample 

Literature Review 3 thematic areas 1. Conceptualisation of WE 
2. Contextual Analysis 
3. Policy Analysis 

In-depth Collaborative 
Case Studies of LSO WE 
Provision 

7 LSOs 1. DITSELA 
2. Workers’ College,  
3. LRS,  
4. IHRG,  
5. ILRIG,  
6. Workers World Media Productions 
7. NALEDI 

Trade Union Education 
Case Studies (Interview 
Questionnaire) 

21 Trade Unions 
3 Federations 

1. BCAWU   
2. CEPPWAWU 
3. DENOSA 
4. FAWU 
5. HOSPERSA 
6. NEHAWU 
7. NULAW 
8. NUM 
9. POPCRU 
10. PSA 
11. SACCAWU 
12. SACTWU 

13. SACWU 

14. SADTU 

15. SAMWU 

16. SASBO 

17. SATAWU 

18. SOLIDARITY 

19. UASA 

20. UNTU 

21. NUMSA 
 

Federations 

1. COSATU 
2. FEDUSA 
3. NACTU 

Educator e-Survey 39 Trade Union Educators  
24 LSO educators 

Trade unions and federations 
7 LSOs 

Learner Survey 135 Learners Learners attending LSO Training  

University Departments/ 
Programmes (interviews) 

5 universities 1. Wits GLU 
2. Rhodes  NALSU 
3. UKZN 
4. UJ 
5. UCT  

Organisations/Institutions 
(Interviews) 

7 organisations 1. CHI 
2. Social Law Project 
3. WIEGO 
4. AIDC 
5. FES 
6. Ruskin College 
7. ILO 
 

Government 
Departments/State 
Institutions (Interviews) 

9 interviews  DHET (3) 

 DOL 

 SAQA 

 CCMA 
 

 ETDP SETA 

 HW SETA 

 KZN community 
college 

Key Informants 
(Interviews) 

10 interviews Former Trade Unionists and Educators 
Academics  
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1. Conceptualising Worker Education 

1.1. The historic practices and traditions of worker education 

It is important to reflect and understand on the history and origins of worker education, and to draw 

lessons on what helped to shape worker education.  Professor Edward Webster, a former Worker 

Education Committee member, provided a useful periodisation of worker education in the history of 

the South African labour movement.  This was presented to a Worker Education Strategic Planning 

Workshop in 2016, and is captured and adapted (based on WEC responses) in the box below. 

Box 1: Historical Phases in Worker Education 

Phase and 

Period 

Labour Movement 

Context 

Focus and Type of Worker 

Education 

Approach and 

Developments 

First Phase: 

1920s and 

1930s 

 Machine-based 
production 

 Industrial unionism 

 Semi-skilled workers 

- Night schools initiated by the 
CPSA (Communist Party of 
South Africa) 

“The history of these night 

schools begins in 1935, when 

Johannesburg communists 

founded the first night school 

in an inner city slum. They 

taught by candle light, without 

blackboards or desks. The 

pupils sat on benches and 

struggled with complicated 

political doctrine at the same 

time as they learned letters”(  

Eddie Roux, Time longer than 

Rope, 1964) 

Second 

Phase: 1940s 

and 1950s 

 Formation of SACTU 
(South African Council 
of Trade Unions) 

 Unions and education 
became more 
ideological 

 Banning of liberation 
movements in 1960 

 

- WE focuses on unions and 
national liberation  

 

Organic intellectuals 

emerge  as educators - 

such as JB Marks, Edwin 

Mofutsenyana and  

Moses Kotane  

 

Third phase: 

post-1973 

 Independent workers 
movement 

 Liberation movements 

 Industrial and general 
unions 

 Formation of FOSATU in 
1979 

 Formation of COSATU in 
1985 

 Formation of NACTU in 
1986 

- Movement based education 
- Rise of labour service 

organisations 
- Involvement of academics – 

Institute of Industrial 
Education 

- Influence of popular 
education approach and 
methods (Freire, Boal, 
Neville Alexander, etc.) 
through the black 
consciousness movement 
and people’s education 
movement 

Flowering of worker 

popular history 

Working class culture – 

songs, dance, plays, 

worker biographies, 

worker poets 

Fourth 

phase: post-

1994 

 Institutionalised 
unionism  

 Representation gap 

 Institutionalisation of 
industrial relations 

- Focus on labour law and 
workers’ rights 

- Neglect of emancipatory 
union education 
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 Emergence of 
institutions for labour – 
CCMA, NEDLAC, 
DITSELA, union 
education departments 

 

Current 

phase 

 Globalisation and 
competitiveness 

 Changes in the world of 
work – growth in 
precarious/vulnerable 
workers 

 Fragmentation of the 
labour movement 

 New opportunities for 

labour: 

- locating  and 
building power 

- New forms of 
organising and 
organisation 

 

1.2. Defining Workers 

There is some debate about how workers are defined.  Employers define workers narrowly as those 

in employment.  For trade unions and labour service organisations, workers are defined more 

broadly as those in the working class that are employed and unemployed, in precarious and 

‘standard’ employment.  This broader definition also understands reproductive labour as work.  The 

report adopts the broader conception. 

The broader conception of workers is important because of the changing nature of work and 

employment.  Furthermore, having a larger perspective about who is a worker has greater 

transformative potential, because workers cannot simply defined by the employment relationship, 

they are producers in their own right and citizens with rights and expectations.    

1.3. Defining Worker Education 

Drawing upon the views expressed in interviews and various conferences on worker education, 

(captured in detail in the full report), a working definition of Worker Education is as follows: 

Worker education is education of workers by workers, workers’ organisations and their 

institutions, for purposes that they themselves determine.  Worker education is worker-

controlled and working-class orientated with a core objective of building working class unity, 

collective organisation and solidarity. Worker Education is democratic in practice, using 

participatory, active methods that recognise and value workers’ knowledge and experience.  

It is aimed at building working class consciousness for the purpose of advancing working 

class struggles against all forms of oppression and capitalist exploitation and for social 

justice and progressive alternatives. 

The scope of worker education covers a range of content areas from organisational skills, 

political education, vocational education to adult literacy. 

Workers include employed and unemployed, vulnerable and precarious workers. 

The defining characteristics of worker education are as follows: 

• WE gives effect to the constitutional right of democratic participation in all forms of life 
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• WE is controlled by workers for their own needs & purposes 

• WE is guided by working class principles of unity, independence, solidarity and democratic 

methods 

• WE values and promotes collective learning, and learning through action 

• WE is based on actual experiences and needs of workers and respects and values workers 

knowledge 

• WE is oriented towards build working class and worker organisation 

These characteristics can be used as a set of criteria to determine what constitutes worker 

education.  It should be noted that just because workers are being trained, does not mean that this 

constitutes worker education in in its true sense.   

This means that while there is a range of education for workers (including that delivered by 

employers and the state) we need to carve out clear delineation and separate support for worker 

education that is controlled and determined by working class institutions in workers interests. 

1.4. Scope of Worker Education 

The scope of worker education can cover a range of areas from popular education to basic literacy, 

including trade union education and vocational education.  Thus, worker education is seen as a 

continuum rather than comprising distinct (and contradictory) pillars.  The important point is that it 

must fulfil the criteria of WE, as mentioned.   The diagram below illustrates the scope of worker 

education, emphasising that it is under working class organisations and working class controlled 

institutions.  

 

Source: Concept Note on Worker Education drafted by Michael Koen of the Workers College for the Worker Education Committee, July 

2017 
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1.5. How has Worker Education Changed over time? 

According to interviews and other research, trade union education has become increasingly caught 

up in the human capital paradigm, which emphasises narrow skills development for individual 

mobility and for the purpose of profit-making and productivity rather than broader social upliftment. 

Worker education is affected by the context of declining organisational vibrancy; and declining 

worker control and solidarity.  This is a critical challenge, given the organic relationship between 

education and organisation.  At the same time, trade union leadership no longer prioritises union 

education.  Some interviewees stated that this is due, in some cases, to the fear of leaders of being 

challenged.  This is further compounded by the shift in focus away from the workplace.  Externally, 

worker education is operating in a context of increasing institutionalisation of education, and 

pressure to formalise worker education.  Educators also emphasise the lack of available resources 

for quality education for shopstewards and members to fulfil union and worker needs. 

2. Contextual Analysis 
South Africa is described as a high inequality, high unemployment country. This overarching context 

has implications for worker education. These interactions between worker education and the 

broader context are important to explore, because they inform and shape each other. In practice, 

there is a relationship between the design of worker education programmes and wider changes in 

the economy. This is a crucial insight as worker education seeks to find a mix between two goals: 

1. Responses to environment: Trade unions and other worker formations are forged in an 

environment of relationships between workers and the economic system. This broad statement 

is true for all unions regardless of ideological orientation.  

2. Proactively creating alternatives: Unions consistently develop policies on a range of issues 

aimed at creating a fairer society. Workers education projects should ideally ensure that 

alternatives are co-created through democratic participation. Equally important is building 

understanding of alternatives that have been agreed to.  

The contextual analysis section provides a context and statistical review of labour market data as it 

relates to worker education. The section reviews labour market data to describe unionisation trends, 

wider conditions of unemployment and inequality, and socio-economic data relevant to worker 

education. 

In this summary, we pull out only selected key findings, namely regarding unionisation trends, 

precarious work and unemployment. The following graphic demonstrates that South Africa is an 

outlier compared with other countries, in its extreme levels of unemployment and inequality. 

Figure 1: Unemployment versus inequality across countries 
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Source: Anand R, Kothari S, Kumar N, 2016 

The severity of unemployment in South Africa is captured more transparently if we consider the 

actual numbers of employment and unemployed (rather than the percentage rate). The following 

table combines two categories in the labour force data to provide a measure of structural 

unemployment. The two categories are: 

 Discouraged workers  

 Those unemployed for more than 1 year  

Table 1: Discouraged workers and long term unemployed “structurally unemployed”  

Thousands  Jul-Sep 2008 Jul-Sep 2017 Difference % Change 

Discouraged work-seekers 1,093 2,436 1,343 122.9 

Long-term unemployment (1 year and more) 2,552 4,181 1,629 63.8 

Total 3,645 6,616 2,972 81.5 

Note: All data for the 3rd quarter of each year 
Source: Statistics South Africa, 2017 

The numbers when compared in this way presents a shocking picture.  The data shows that the 

number of discouraged work-seekers have grown by over 100%, and long-term unemployment by 

63.8% between 2008 and 2017. In terms, this represents that there are 2,9 million more people who 

are structural unemployed (in long-term unemployment or discouraged work-seekers) in 2017, 

compared with 2008. Taken together this provides a measure that structural unemployment has 

increased significantly in South Africa. Simply stated, 6.6 million South African can be described as 

structurally unemployed using this convenient, simple but still accurate calculation.   

This overall picture is challenging but is even more challenging when one speaks specifically of youth 

unemployment. Youth unemployment remains a major challenge, possibly the single biggest 

challenge in South Africa, with 64,5% of young people unemployed in our country (and an even 

greater percentage of young black women). 
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Union Density 

Union membership tends to be concentrated in permanent work forms. Trade union education 

tends to follow concentrations of union organisation. Labour market shifts towards flexibilisation 

and growth and decline between different sectors are very important factors in determining who 

receives worker education and for whom there are significant access issues. 

The following graphic shows that union density was as a high in 1990 of around 47%.  This has 

dropped to 28% in 2017, meaning that 70% of the unemployed today are unorganised.  This 

coincides with the decline in permanent employment from 73% to 61% of formal employment.  At 

the same time, non-permanent forms of work increased by 371%.  The graphic on the right hand 

side below shows union density in 2017 in different categories of employment.  Here we see that 

union density amongst those in permanent employment is around 43%, compared with 8% and 3% 

for limited and unspecified duration contracts. 

 

This has significant implications for worker education.  If WE is to have the transformative impact 

intended and identified in its historical practice and contemporary interpretation, it simply has to 

overcome the traditional barriers to worker organisation.   

3. Trade Union and LSO Provision of Worker Education 
The population of potential learners is described in this section.  According to the Department of 

Labour as of May 2017 there were 189 unions registered in South Africa.  Unions vary in terms of 

size, focus, the nature of the sector organised and the workers employed in these different sectors. 

What is apparent from the data available, is that union membership is highly concentrated in a few 

large unions, despite the considerable number of 189 trade unions. This is an important planning 

consideration, in that WE efforts are concentrated in relatively few trade unions and LSOs. This trend 

is further strengthened in a number of medium size unions in the range of 30 000 to 70 000 

members. From unions sampled and literature sources we can estimate that approximately three 

quarters of national union membership resides in just 20 large to medium unions. 

Of these unions, 10 unions represent 55% of total union membership in the country.  
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Union Membership is further concentrated in Federations.  Approximately half of the 189 unions are 

affiliated to a trade union federation. Although federation level membership is difficult to assess, 

using press, literature and federation websites it appears that 5 federations represent 95 affiliates in 

South Africa with a claimed combined membership of around 3 535 000 would represent 

approximately 89% of total union membership in the country. 

Table 2: Concentration of union membership 

Concentration of union membership 

 Number of Members Proportion of national union members 

20 Unions 2 935 000 74% 

15 unions 2 672 000 68% 

10 unions 2 178 000 55% 

5 unions 1 320 000 33% 

Federated Membership 3 535 000 90% 

National membership 3 941 903 100% 

 

Membership has become relatively better educated largely as a result of job losses and 

informalisation in traditional membership sectors such as mining and manufacturing, and the growth 

of public sector membership. There is a critical need for WE to extend trade union representation 

into more precarious work areas. Union members are becoming older and as in the labour market is 

still skewed towards male membership. 

Trade Union Provision of Education 

The data suggests that union provision is by far the most significant contributor to WE with a trade 

union and emancipatory focus. It is also the locus of non-formal WE and general membership and 

general worker education, in the form of general meetings and other experiential and organic WE 

learning forms.  

Trade unions are the primary provider of basic trade union focused worker education. All unions in 

the sample reported accessing SETA based funding for worker education and providing from their own 

budgets as well.  

 

Table: Union provision of Shop Stewards education in 2016/7 

 number trained 
in 2016/7 

number of SS  % of shopstewards 
trained 

number of 
members 

Union A 98 485 20,2% 69 831 

Union B 8 879 13 314 66,7% 271 826 

Union C 584 1 500 38,9% 250 000 

Union D 121 140 86,4% 12 000 

Union E 62 470 13,2% 82 000 

Union F 1 628 1 906 85,4% 99 000 

Union G 900 1 250 72,0% 140 000 

Union H 45 126 35,7% 154 000 

Union I 200 480 41,7% 50 000 

Union J 120 600 20,0% 115 000 
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Union K 1 237 3 500 35,3% 235 000 

Union L 491 550 89,3% 210 000 

Union M 681 1 385 49,2% 67 000 

Union N 15 930 1,6% 64 000 

 15 061 26 636 56,5% 1 819 657 

   total membership 3 942 000 

   Sample of total 
membership 

46% 

   50th % 42% 

   Average 57% 

 

The sample represents unions of different size and capacity and in total represent 46% of the total 

union membership in the country. ‘Coverage’ in this instance only means generally a shop steward 

attended some form of worker education conducted by the union and or contracted providers. This 

does not include vocational education.  

This provides an average coverage of 57%, but such a figure should be approached cautiously given 

that generally unions with a solid record keeping system and already doing a fair amount of training 

responded to these information requests. The bottom 50% of unions covered 42% and less of shop 

stewards. The 50th percentile therefore probably represents a more realistic coverage for the larger 

and better organised unions.  

The table below shows the numbers trained, and gives a sense of numerical coverage, using 

estimated shop steward figures. 

Table 3: Total Training Conducted by 5 LSOs 2013-2016 

  Total trained % of total 
trained 

TU 
membership 

Estimated 
Shop stewards 

% of estimated 
Shop Stewards 

Gauteng 1 053 28,3% 1 114 770 17 071 6,17% 

North West 169 4,5% 317 995 4870 3,47% 

East Cape 213 5,7% 326 854 5005 4,26% 

Limpopo 235 6,3% 346 209 5302 4,43% 

KZN 742 19,9% 596 982 9142 8,12% 

Northern Cape 38 1,0% 78 284 1199 3,17% 

Free State 210 5,6% 240 033 3676 5,71% 

Mpumalanga 134 3,6% 314 477 4816 2,78% 

W Cape 933 25,0% 606 352 9286 10,05% 

Total 3 727 100,0% 3 941 9562 60 3663 6,2% 

 

If we break down the analysis of LSO learners by age and gender, we get the following statistics: 

                                                           
2 This figure is derived from a QLFS STATSA query. See the contextual section for more detail. 
3 This figure is an estimate of the shop steward population. This is discussed in the potential learner populations 
identified in the needs analysis section of the document 
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 The average age of learners is 41 years 

 6.6% of learners are below 30 years 

 88.4% of learners are over 30 years 

 63.4% of learners are men 

 36.5% of learners are women 

Curriculum Focus for Trade Union and LSO Education Provision 

Category of content Focus areas 

General Labour Studies Labour economics 

 TU history/theory 

 International labour Rights 

 Labour law general 

 Industrial relations systems SA 

 Gender 

 Globalisation and economics 

TU functional Skills CCMA/Council representation 

 OHS 

 organising 

 Disciplinary and grievance representation 

 Policy development 

 Policy analysis 

 Administration 

 Research 

 Train the Trainer 

 SDF 

 Leading and managing organisations 

 IT skills 

 Media and communication 

 IT Literacy 

 Collective bargaining 

Social and Economic Transformation/Emancipatory Human rights 

 Marxism and political economy 

 Politics and economics SA 

 Community development 

 Activism 

 Gender 

 Globalisation and neoliberalism 

 Participatory action research 

General and Basic Adult education Literacy 

 Academic literacy 

Basic Shop stewards TU Induction 

 TU history 

 Representation 

 

As can be seen in the figure below, for Trade Union Education, basic shop steward training (including 

induction) is the largest area of focus (36%), closely followed by labour law and representation (33%), 

politics/economics, (16%) gender (9%), and health and safety (6%). 
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As shown in Figure 2 below, LSO curriculum focus is largely on emancipatory education (41%), 

followed by trade union functional skills (29%), general labour studies (21%), basic shop stewards 

education (7%) and general and basic adult education (2%). 

Figure 2: LSO Curriculum Focus 

 

Educator Profile 

The table below provides a breakdown of educator profiles from the Educator Survey.  Educators are 

predominantly male - 80% in trade unions and 62% in LSOs.  The average age of educators is 46 year, 

with 84% over 40 years (90% for trade unions). 
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Educators have significant union experience, worker education experience and adult education 

experience.  20% of trade union educators have a degree, and 40% have a diploma.  For LSOs, 38% 

have a degree, and 14% a diploma.   

Educator Profile LSO only TU only 

    

male 68% 62% 80% 

female 32% 38% 20% 

Average age 46 45 48 

% above 40 84% 81% 90% 

average time in current position 6 8 2.5 

Union experience 48% 24% 100% 

WE experience outside current LSO 42% 48% 30% 

Adult education experience 58% 76% 20% 

AET/ABET experience 10% 5% 20% 

Tertiary education teaching 19% 19% 0% 

Highest qualification    

degree 32% 38% 20% 

post grad 26% 38% 0% 

certif/diploma 32% 14% 40% 

matric 10% 10% 10% 

Qualified assessors/moderators 29% 33% 10% 

In sum, there is a strong skills set amongst educators, although the educator pool is ageing and male 

dominated. 

General Assessment of Trade Union and LSO Education Provision 

• The bulk of union focused emancipatory and functional education takes place within the 

unions themselves. They are by far the most important site of this delivery. 

• Unions that are smaller and under resourced tend to rely entirely on external funds and 

outside providers to educate representatives. 

• There is very limited general membership education. 

• There is a need to coordinate support from better resourced unions to under resourced 

unions. 

• Union focused WE and vocational training is severely underprovided. The reality is many 

shop stewards receive no education at all and for those that do it is often inadequate. 

• Union education efforts in many cases focus on induction and basic shop steward function 

components relating to representation 

• SETA funding has emphasised accredited education which in turn has increased reliance on 

universities and private providers diluting the potential of developing capacity while 

retaining emancipatory content to the education. In turn this reinforces the hegemonic 

nature of knowledge and skills provision in favour of the status quo. 

• LSOs currently reach a small proportion of union representatives 

• LSOs do have a variety of focus and strategy providing an interesting mix and focus of 

specialisation. They are together more than the sum of their parts. Yet they tend to compete 
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for the same funding and the output so will frequently overlap in delivery areas depending 

on what funding is available. 

• This is a potentially very useful mix of organisation level skills and capacity but it needs 

coordination to be effective. 

• Nearly 20% of numerical provision of LSOs is currently accredited/certified. 

• There is already a lot of very good materials and curriculum but its delivery is atomistic and 

tied to project type funding constraints, drastically reducing access and potential impact. 

• LSOs also tend to support different components of working class struggles partly because of 

their differential focus and geographic location. In terms of learners they will often focus on 

supplemental areas not being addressed by unions.  

• Despite the increasingly educated nature of membership as more formalised programmes 

are developed there is a growing realisation that an exclusionary AET gap exists. 

• LSOs are not playing a sufficiently supportive role in specialised areas to trade unions and 

other constituencies. In part this is due to the nature of regional presence.  

• There is no real nation-wide LSO provision. Provision tends to be concentrated in KZN, W 

Cape and Gauteng where LSOs are located. 

The following table provides a summary of trade union focused worker education provision by 

various providers.   

Table 4:  Trade Union Focused WE Provision 

Providers Coverage  Funding Main Focus Accreditation Focus Group 

Trade unions 
and 
federations 

21 000-24 
000 
35%4 

Union 
budget and 
SETAs  

Basic Shop 
Stewards, Trade 
Union skills, 
Political education 

Mostly Non mostly shop 
stewards 
 
there is no general 
membership 
education 
estimated data 

6 LSOs 3 727 over 4 
years 6.2% 
1,6% per 
year 
950 per 
year5 
Range 900-
1100 

NSF, DOL, 
Donors 

Labour Studies, 
Political and TU 
Skills 

728  
19.5% 
accredited 
L4 and L5 toL7 
Usually longer 
programmes 3 
days to 5 weeks 

Shop stewards, 
more senior 
leadership and 
officials and 
officials 

Universities 
Union linked 
and unlinked 
programmes 

Trade union 
linked 
programmes 
between 
150-3006 
Non union 
linked 10007 

Unions, 
SETAs, NSF, 
DOL 

Labour Studies 
and Labour Law 

Mostly 
Accredited 
Mostly L5-L7 
 
Short and long 
programmes 4-5 
days to 5 years 

officials and senior 
union leadership 

                                                           
4 See the discussions on union provision. This varies by type of union and with union concentration. A range is provided to include federation 
based top up. Unions often include federation training in their reporting and thus a range because of the possibility of double counting. 
5 This figure is an average and varies year to year significantly by funding availability 
6 This is still a preliminary estimates based on the union linked programmes such as the GLU 
7 This is an estimated figure based on limited data from SETAs for programme support 
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CCMA union 2128 
Advice 
Offices 1329 

Unions, 
SETAs, 
Govt. 

Labour law and 
Dispute, 
bargaining and SS 
best practice 

short 
programmes 1-3 
days 

full time shop 
stewards, senior 
shop stewards and 
officials 

Private 
providers 

1000 and 
upward8 

SETA Generic Skills Mostly 
Accredited 
Mostly short 
programmes 2 
days to 2 weeks 

Shop stewards and 
more senior 
leadership 

 

4. Situational Analysis 
The South African post school environment. Is this a place for workers’ education? 

The problem identified in the post school system is illustrated in the following figure. Firstly the crisis 

of those mostly youth who are not in education, employment or training. Secondly the under 

performance of the skills development and adult education subcomponents with far more learners 

enrolled in University. As the unemployment figures presented earlier and more recent enrolments in 

universities suggest that this situation has deteriorated in the last three years. 

 

Source: Adapted from Van Schalkwyk and Sheppard, 2014 

The overall education budget is also of relevance if we are to consider sustainable models for funding 

of workers education. Currently the vast majority of funds are expended on primary and secondary 

education. This has in part paid off, but serious questions remain around the quality of this education. 

The following figure represents education expenditure estimates for 2015/16 

                                                           
8 This is an estimated figure based on limited data from SETAs for programme support 

 

Public University, 
960000, 19%

Private 
University, 
68000, 1%

Public College, 
702000, 14%

Private College, 
79000, 2%

Public Adult 
Education, 
283000, 5%

Private Adult 
Education, 8000, 

0%

Not in Education 
Employment or 

training, 
3001000, 59%

South African Post School System :2014
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What is currently very clear is that the TVET college and the community colleges/adult education 

systems are underfunded – given the proposals in the Post-School Education and Training White Paper 

and in the National Development Plan 2030 and, in respect of adult basic education, constitutional 

imperatives. 

Given the programme reviews conducted in this research it would seem that regardless of the 

conceptualisation worker education predominantly straddles the Adult education/TVET/University 

components. Some interview respondents do however point out that a major victory may be to begin 

to include components of worker education within school education to perhaps shift the 

understanding of school leavers of the role of trade unions and encourage greater participation by 

this grouping in an otherwise aging population of union members. 

The other significant focus lacking in WE and public education in particular are the 3 million people 

not in employment or education. As the most organised force in civil society it stands to reason that 

beyond policy engagement by trade unions part of WE has to focus on the realities and issues of this 

group.  

The WE accreditation and formalisation discussion within labour 

The interviews and surveys conducted emphasise the divided opinion of the movement on this 

question. From a policy and planning point of view this has implication going forward. 

One argument holds that worker education of a trade union and emancipatory nature should not be 

part of the accredited system of education which has served to undermine its potential.  

The accreditation of education under SAQA in the form of the NQF is of neoliberal design and intent9 

and consequence for the working class individualising and demobilising labour. The institutional 

preference for funding accredited education has stripped union education departments of their 

capacity and introduced private providers and higher education institutions to play the role of 

movement educators. 

                                                           
9 Based on critiques of the human capital approach. This is discussed in the introduction, needs analysis and 
recommendations sections of the document. 

Primary and 
secondary 
education

84%

Adult education
1%

TVET Colleges
4%

Universities
11%

Education expenditure Estimates 2015/16
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Another argument holds that the formalisation and quality elements in fact have potential for creating 

jobs and ensuring a better quality of education that is particularly useful for organisation building in 

the union and broader social justice movement. 

A third argument holds that there is space and indeed must be space for all these different forms of 

education, if for no other reason than different people learn differently and different forms are more 

or less suited to different formations’ and organisations’ purposes. This position sees the NQF a site 

of struggle itself seeking to value alternative knowledge in an attempt to combat the hegemonic 

nature of dominant system. 

Resources for Worker Education 

In considering what constitutes resources for worker education, we take a broad approach. 

Resources are not simply financial and or human in nature but are co-created and constructed in 

action and struggle. They reflect the state of the movement as much as they may be an enabler or 

detractor from the potential of it. This includes a general political and social environment. Concepts 

such as solidarity, social cohesion, ubuntu and so on can and should all be considered resources 

then, in this context. 

It is perhaps useful to see resources differently, holistically and in solidarity.  Solidarity is a resource, 

and it has historically been a means for sharing resources.  It is possible to raise resources differently 

and from different sources to provide sustainability and appropriate independence for the nurturing 

of critical thought and the creation of alternative knowledge. 

Worker Education Resources Assessment 

With this approach, we identify resources for worker education, as follows: 

 Emancipatory and trade union focused education: this refers to solidarity-based forms of 
education, which have largely been undermined by the individualised and commodified 
human resource approach to education 

 WE tradition and pedagogic practice: there is a rich tradition and pedagogic practice 
(educational methods and approach) within the workers movement, popular education and 
adult education movements more broadly.  This must be understood as a resource which the 
trade union movement and LSOs are able to utilised and built upon. 

 Union education Budgets: this is an important source of funding for the labour movement to 
ensure internal control over education, and greater self-reliance. However, it is often at the 
discretion of trade union leaders, and may need to be built into constitutional provisions to 
ensure minimum spending on education.   

 International donor funding from sister organisations in the workers movement: unions and 
LSOs relied heavily on this source of funding during the struggle against Apartheid and the 
early years of the transition, however this has dried up significantly. 

The full report further analyses external sources of funding, such as state funding, SETA funding, 

including the amounts and the areas of focus for funding. 

The report concludes that we have built very little broader delivery capacity and institutional 

momentum towards labour controlled research and educational capacity. 

Without the institutional independence both in terms of ideas and financial support there is little if 

any opportunity to actively develop new knowledge that is working class orientated and can be 

counter hegemonic in outcome.  



A Summary of the Research Report on Worker Education 
September 2018 

 

Page 23 of 59 
 

The report further notes that because SETAs prefer public HEIs as providers, this has meant that we 

have not built the requisite knowledge production and interpretation capacity within worker 

education often sourcing this out to institutions that in large part make up part of the hegemonic 

orientation of those with power. 

5. Education, Skills and Institutional Capacity Development Needs 
Analysis 

Flowing from mapping out provision of WE, in terms of the definition of workers education 

developed in the conceptualisation and contextual sections, this part of the report focuses on the 

needs identified for WE in order for it to satisfy a set of social and organisational objectives that are 

expressly in the interests of the working class.  

The baseline of provision in terms of coverage (numbers) and curriculum (content) is now contrasted 

with what would need to be provided (in terms of coverage and curriculum) to meaningfully impact 

on the identified objectives for WE. As part of this process an organisational capacity analysis is also 

conducted, focussing on the main providers of WE.  

This allows for the identification of gaps in terms of: 

1. Provision to Identified target groups  
2. Organisations 
3. Resources to achieve a closing of the gaps identified in provisions and organisational 

capacity 

5.1. Contextual Purpose and Objectives of Worker Education 

The purpose of worker education is to achieve social and economic justice through working class 

organisation and education.  

This is achieved through WE contributing to strategic objectives 

 Increasing solidarity based action 

 Developing engagement skills for negotiation, representation and policy development. 

 Contributing to minimum standards and compliance in the labour market. 

 Consolidating coverage of protected workers through strategies such as centralised 
bargaining. 

 Building engagement with other economic and policy actors through social dialogue and 
other mechanisms of direct engagement. 

 Increasing organised sections of the working class 

 Improved organisational systems and capacities focussed on the objective. 

 Linking different components of organisation within the working class 

 

Needs assessment objectives 
To make such a contribution WE must, 

 Meet certain definitional criteria that focus such efforts broadly enough to have broad 
contextual impact but specific enough (not simply all adult education) to have meaningful 
planning components and measurable impacts. 

 Consolidate and build on the rich history of WE in South Africa and in trade unions in 
particular in order to advance broad strategic objectives such as building solidarity in action. 
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 Acknowledge, value and cultivate existing working class knowledge and understanding of 
the political economy, production systems and struggles in these areas and create a 
platform for the development of new working class knowledge. 

 Use WE to support building organisation and organising vulnerable segments of the work 
market and society. 

 Extend the provision of WE to workers in general, beginning with key target groups. 

 Build institutional capacity that is worker controlled. 

 Interface meaningfully with the existing skills development and education systems in South 
Africa in a way that promotes the values and approach to WE. 

 Build working class and union capacity to begin to lever skills development and over time 
even vocational training back under control of working class institutions.  

 Meaningfully promotes labour standards and compliance.  
 

Barriers to these objectives 

Barriers to these objectives were identified in the first phases of the research and are summarised 

below. 

Contextual Barriers 

 The casualisation of labour 

 Diminishing levels of trade union density 

 Growing groups of unorganised and marginalised sections of the working class, (vulnerable 
workers, migrants, women, casualised workers, unemployed workers and in particular 
youth) 

 Changes in commitment and union culture as these impact on the relative importance of WE 

 Changes in the demographic of union membership. 

 Very uneven capacity and development amongst different trade unions and even more so 
when unorganised and vulnerable workers are considered. 

Operational barriers 

 Resources available for trade union education and WE more broadly. 

 Internally mobilised resources by unions  

 State provided resources 

 Disconnected and isolated efforts to build WE from amongst trade unions, LSOs and other 
providers. 

 Contestation over scarce and limited resources amongst providers. 

 Difficulty in navigating complex state and stakeholder bureaucracies as seen in low uptake of 
SETA pledged funding 

 Large enclaves of unorganised working class members making provision logistically difficult. 

 Worker based research is also significantly limited and not sufficiently integrated with 
education practice. There is a lack of evidence-based approach to education particularly in 
functional areas of education 

Policy barriers 

 Lack of availability of time off for WE activities 

 Very limited integration with other forms of post school education and training which may 
be a strength of the form of education but it has meant no mainstream state budget 
support. 

 Lack of Recognition of effective worker representation as a critical and scarce skill in the 
South African Labour Market 
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 Lack of recognition of the role of WE in creating an active citizenry. 

 Lack of systems providing recognition and articulation between different educational forms 
and delivery methods.  

 The promotion of formalised accredited education above other forms of WE often linked to 
or effected by resource access and allocation. 

 Policy and systemic assumptions that skills create jobs and economic growth. 

 The lack of a clear and coordinated policy and strategy based approach to accredited and 
non-accredited learning and ways to integrate these different forms of learning. 

 

Whilst there are many barriers to the realisation of WE objectives there are principal barriers that 

are most consistently identified. 

 

The three principal barriers are: 

 The lack of sufficient and sustainable financial resources and the consequent lack of many 

other resources such as infrastructure. 

 The lack of time off for WE 

 The problem of coordination and collaboration related to Inter Institutional Boundaries 

5.2. Description of the target population and service environment 

Altschuld (2000) points out three levels of target groups and their respective needs: Level 1 

(Primary) targets are the direct recipients of the services; Level 2 (Secondary) targets include the 

individuals or groups who deliver the services; and Level 3 (Tertiary) involves the resources and 

inputs into the solutions (e.g., buildings, salaries, facilities, etc.). Our analysis here considers Level 1 

as primary, the beneficiaries, Level 2 as organisational recipients and level 3 as those organisation 

that significantly influence the environment in which WE occurs. 

Level 1: Primary targets 

Broad target groups of potential WE recipients were initially identified through the contextual 

research. 

Within these groupings there are specific key subgroupings that represent the most immediate and 

strategically important recipients based on developing and satisfying the needs generated by the 

objectives of WE or they represent a particularly large gap that significantly undermines the 

objectives of WE. 

Broad groupings identified are outlined in Table 5 below.  

Table 5: Population of potential Worker Education learners 

Employed workers (formal including Agri) 16 192 000 

Non-Unionised Workers (formal) 12 250 000 

Unemployed Workers (formal) 6 616 000 

Unionised workers (members) (formal including 
Agriculture) 

3 942 000 

Vulnerable workers (casualised) (formal) 5 230 541 

Vulnerable workers Unionised 255 715 

Vulnerable workers non-Unionised 4 974 826 

Informal workers excluding Agriculture) 2 689 000 
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Women Workers formal 7 145 465 

Women workers informal 1 075 461 

Women workers vulnerable 2 514 477 

Women workers vulnerable Unionised 104 198 

women workers vulnerable non-unionised 2 410 278 

Migrant and refugee workers  

 

Amongst Union members, Shop stewards were identified as the key strategic group, and amongst 

the employed, Vulnerable workers were identified as being a large gap and also characterised by 

strong needs for socio-economic justice. The second tier analysis of organisations also surfaced some 

key primary targets such as Educators in unions, Union officials, and so on. The broader needs still 

addresses other groups mentioned above and recommendations have been developed around the 

gaps in provision to these groups. 

Estimating the Shop Steward and Union Official Population 

Shop stewards are clearly the key linkage between workplace, workers and members and trade 

union resources, structure and support to workers. Throughout interviews with key informants and 

trade union educators this has been emphasised. In number terms shop stewards represent a 

significant cadre. The number of shop stewards for all trade unions in South Africa for this study has 

been estimated at approximately 60 000. 10 

It is not particularly easy to estimate the number of shop stewards for a number of reasons (outlined 

in the full research report).  Nevertheless to move to the process of gap identification and 

recommendation some form of estimate needs to be made. For this purpose a few data sources 

have been used. 

The following table shows the data used for this estimate of the ratio of shop stewards to 

membership. As the data was initially a little thin some other sources for union membership and 

shop stewards were used in a few cases. 19 unions listed below, with a combined membership of 2 

583 657 reported having 48 023 shop stewards. This sample represents 65% of all union members. 

This provided a ratio of 53.8 workers to every shop steward. The 50th percentile was 77.5 members 

per shop steward.  

 

Union members SS number Ratio 

Union 1 64 000 930 68,8 

Union 2 82 000 470 174,5 

Union 3 115 000 600 191,7 

Union 4 67 000 1 358 49,3 

Union 5 84 000 1 400 60,0 

Union 6 271 826 13 314 20,4 

Union 7 12 000 154 77,9 

Union 8 210 000 550 381,8 

Union 9 320 000 7 000 45,7 

Union 10 154 000 126 1222,2 

Union 11 235 000 3 500 67,1 

Union 12 172 000 10 000 17,2 

                                                           
10 see the recommendations and calculations below 
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Union 13 99 000 1 906 51,9 

Union 14 154 000 2 000 77,0 

Union 15 69 831 485 144,0 

Union 16 250 000 1 500 166,7 

Union 17 140 000 1 250 112,0 

Union 18 50 000 480 104,2 

Union 19 34 000 1 000 34,0 

Total  2 583 657 48 023 53,80 

Sample % national union membership 65,5%   

Estimated numberof shop stewards based on sample 73 338   

 

1:53,8 as a ratio which is somewhat lower than the 2013 COSATU union only estimate11. This sample 

though was also dominated by some very large well organised unions. There are 189 registered 

trade unions in South Africa many of which would represent smaller groupings and would probably 

not be that well represented in terms of shop steward structures. As the purpose of the estimate is 

ultimately to assess provision gaps and provide a base for costing recommendations it is appropriate 

to adopt a conservative methodology and also provide a range. 

In this research sample the spread of the ratio of member to shop steward differed from the lowest 

of 1:17,3 to the highest of 1:1222, 2. The most impactful outlier however was the 20.4 ratio figure 

union. The most impactful outliers in the sample were removed for comparison purposes providing a 

rounded estimate ratio of 62. The sample still represents 2 257 657 members or 57.3% of all 

membership.  

Unions were also asked to report on the number of staff employed to estimate a general population 

of officials. Unions providing this information represented a smaller sample of 47.9% of 

membership. 

The range of ratios were then averaged to provide a reasonable middle estimate of the shop 

steward population for the purposes of estimating coverage, gaps in provision of WE and budgets to 

close these gaps. 

This is simply an estimate not an attempt to definitively define the shop steward population as many 

variables such as the size of workplaces, organisational capacity, the law on organisational rights etc 

impact on the actual number. The different ratios provide a range of between 51 000 and 73 000 

shop stewards. The average ratio estimates 60 000 shop stewards. Again, the purpose of the 

estimate is to provide a functional number against which to develop planning processes.  

  

                                                           
11 CASE 2013 COSATU Shop Stewards Survey 
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Estimation of the Shop Stewards 
population 

Ratios Estimated 
National SS 
population 

Number of 
union 
members 
covered by 
the sample 

sample 
proportion 

National union membership 2017 3 941 903    

National union membership 2012 3 633 802    

Ratio shop steward to members(current 
research sample 19 unions) 

53,8 73 338 2 583 657 65,5% 

Estimated Ratio Adjusted for most 
impactful outliers ( 17 unions) 

62,0 63 579 2 257 657 57,3% 

50th percentile ratio Current Sample of  17 
unions) 

77,0 51 194   

2013 Cosatu SS research ratio 68,7 57 378 2 063 085 56,8% 

Average ratio 65,3 60 366   

ratio of officials to members 1 125 3 504 1 888 657 47,9% 

Estimate rounded off for calculations  60 000   

Current national union provision Estimate 35% 21 000   

LSO provision 3 727 6,2%   

LSO annual estimated Provision 960 1,6%   

 

Vulnerable Workers 

It is important to consider particular need groups where very little Worker education is occurring 

and where general union protection is less functional in the labour market. 

For purposes of calculating groups of need and vulnerability here, we must make some assumptions. 

Firstly, better remunerated occupations generally mean workers have a wider recourse of action to 

meeting the socioeconomic and justice objectives of worker education. Secondly, we have already 

observed that amongst permanent workers the unionisation rate is in fact relatively high and 

normally other permanent workers in the same workplaces tend to enjoy protection and 

advancement by extension, whether they are union members or not. Our calculations show this 

group to be approximately 7 019 459 workers. These workers are generally in higher level 

occupation and part of formal sector groupings. Whilst this grouping could well benefit from broader 

worker education topical awareness they are not amongst the most significant need group and have 

the constitutional right and practical opportunity to become part of trade unions and enjoy the 

benefits described earlier in the contextual section where trade union membership correlated with 

better conditions etc. 

The second observation is in occupations where union membership is lower the instance of labour 

market flexibility, or stated alternatively worker vulnerability, is higher. The unionised proportion of 

this group of workers in very low at 3,4% and the women component of unionised 

disproportionately lower at 1,2%.  

Here the research is able to enumerate the following groups which have also been gender 

disaggregated. 
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Vulnerable workers by lower income level main occupation in formal sector employment12 

Main occupation grouped Unionised Non-
Unionised 

non-unionised 
women 

Women % 

Domestic workers 410 705 885 677 087 95,9% 

Elementary Occupation 32 311 1 342 051 510 885 38,1% 

Plant and machine operators 
and assemblers 

34 112 398 915 42 939 10,8% 

Service workers and shop and 
market sales workers 

31 524 645 796 378 416 58,6% 

Clerks 20 284 289 744 204 467 70,6% 

Total 118 641 3 382 391 1 813 794 53,6% 

Unionised percentage 3,4%    

Women unionised % 1,2%    

 

There are clear gender based skewed distributions in domestic work, service and shop workers and 

clerks. 

Collectively this group of more vulnerable workers in lower level occupations who do not have union 

membership represent roughly 3,4 million workers. The presumption is that this group receives very 

little WE and are probably as a group those in greatest need of same.  

This is a numerically significant group overall constituting almost the same number of totally 

unionised workers (3,9 million). This is therefore considered as a group a particularly significant WE 

gap area. There are some LSO and NGO organisations that provide direct assistance to this grouping 

but relatively limited worker education as such. Any strategy intended to meet the objectives must 

therefore consider this grouping in a proportionate way. 

The difficulty in considering and strategising around this group is that there is very limited current 

worker education involving this group by trade unions. However, CWAO, WIEGO and other LSOs do a 

significant amount of worker education with vulnerable workers including informal education in the 

form of strategising meetings.  Usual methods used amongst organised sections of the workforces 

such as proxy education efforts such as through shop stewards are not applicable. 

Level 2 (Secondary) targets 

Level 2 (Secondary) targets include the organisations and individuals working within these 

organisations that deliver capacity development to the primary target groups. The initial research 

identifies a number of these organisations. There is also at time overlap between individuals 

delivering capacity as primary recipients and part of secondary organisations. A typical example here 

would be a union or LSO educator. For ease of constructing projects initiatives that develop capacity 

of such individuals are classified under primary targets and those that develop other organisational 

resources are classified under secondary targets. 

The following organisation types were identified by the research process. In attempting to meet 

gaps identified in the needs analysis by these organisations would be of primary importance. 

  

                                                           
12 STATSA. LFS 4th Quarter 2017 
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 Number Direct Constituency 

Trade Unions 189 3 941 902 members 

Large Trade unions 16  2 672 000 (68% of all union members) 

Medium trade unions 5  263 000 members (7% of all members) 

Small trade unions  169  1 006 930 members 
(25% of all union members) 

Nedlac participating 
federations  

3 2 745 000 (70% of all union membership) 

All Trade Union 
Federations 

5 3 530 500 (90% of all union membership) 

Independent unions 94  406 902 members (11% of all union members) 

LSO 7-10 In theory collectively LSOs provide to all workers and all 
members in particular but some have more specifically 
defined populations 

LSO other and labour 
focused CAOs  

12-20 Focus on community based and often vulnerable 
workers, women, casualised workers etc. This includes 
labour focused advice centres 

Community advice offices 312 Advice centres generally deal with a lot of labour related 
matters. In theory they provide to society without the 
means as a whole. 

 

Institutional Capacity Analysis 

Institutional capacity is broadly defined by (Bhagavan, 2004, p. 3) as follows: “Our definition of 

“institutional capacity” thus encompasses, on the one hand, the functions (tasks) that institutions 

should have the competence (ability) to perform, and, on the other, the resources (human, technical 

and financial) and structures they need to that end. For ease of analysis, we subsume relations, rules, 

values, behaviour, etc. within the concept of “structure”. 

Organisations seldom work in isolation to one another and often have as their goal the 

transformation of the economy and society. In the context of worker education, we deal with 

clusters of institutions often across networks. (Bhagavan, 2004) goes on to observe that, “Clusters 

and networks call for analyses of, and changes in, the structures and modalities of interaction 

between institutions, which are exercises of a different category than dealing with hierarchies in 

individual institutions. In designing and implementing … initiatives, much more attention is devoted 

to the context (political, economic and social), the “enabling environment” and the actual 

manifestations and limitations of local “ownership and commitment”. It is recognised that it is 

essentially an ongoing process of change rather than creating and “handing over” a “product”. 

(Bhagavan, 2004, p. 2) 

Promoting Innovative educational approaches and partnerships 

ILO proposals for building union education capacity and practice (ILO, 2007:iii): 

 create a baseline of information on existing structures, programmes and personnel and 
identif union education needs at all levels in the labour movement;  

 promote dialogue between all the partners involved in union education to improve the 
coordination of activities, focus resources more effectively and create needs-driven 
opportunities, especially for unions in developing countries;  

 encourage innovative pedagogical approaches, delivery instruments and partnerships which 
promote the creation of new educational programmes, curricula and course materials based 
on the needs and aspirations of workers and their unions;  
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 develop union education networks for knowledge sharing, capacity building and influencing 
social and economic policies;  

 initiate union education activities to promote the ILO’s Decent Work Agenda.  

 
In the institutional development analysis in this section, and the recommendations, the notion of 

organisations working in groups or clusters is an important focus to create change. It is the barriers 

that exist between institutions for example competition between LSO’s, political differences 

between unions, the skills bureaucracy between SETAs and Unions that need to be dealt with. 

Whilst the brief calls for the development of WE capacity, once this is understood as a function of a 

cluster of institutional capacity, within certain structures from a current base level of delivery and a 

national context, it is clear that WE capacity cannot be developed in isolation to broader institutional 

development.  

The second important observation is that this is not a once off set of steps or simply a matter of 

securing more funding that will get rid of the barriers, rather it is a long term project that needs to 

be approached with care and time. Throwing money at the problem without the support of creating 

engaged and cooperative networks could have more undesirable consequences than what it helps. 

Institutional capacity development is also not simply adding new capacity but also the strengthening, 

mobilising and changing of existing capacity. 

The full consolidated research report conducts a detailed SWOC (Strengths, Weaknesses, 

Opportunities and Challenges) analysis of LSOs and trade unions, to inform institutional capacity 

building initiatives and recommendations.  Here, we simply reflect the categories of analysis.  (Please 

consult the full report for the analysis itself). 

Strengths and Weaknesses: Strengths and weaknesses generally relate to internal issues in an 
organisation or in this case clusters of organisations. From the data a number of more specific focus 
areas surrounding strengths and weaknesses emerged;  

The fields of analysis are: 

 Information, knowledge, Programmes/curriculum: This category describes what the 
organisations know and understand about the world and the objectives towards which they are 
directed and are able to share and grow in others. It covers programme focus and curriculum 
that has been developed or is planned by the organisations. 

 Human capacity: These are the competence, abilities and skills along with knowledge focus 
areas of people that these organisations use in an attempt to achieve their goals. 

 Governance, Infrastructure and resources: The category of governance, infrastructure and 
resources relate to those organisational components that allow functions to be performed. This 
includes physical resources (offices, furniture It equipment etc) organisational systems 
(procedures, policies norms and practices) and financial resources. 

 Functional focus: This category describes the focus areas of organisational provision and 
information and knowledge endeavours it is essentially a subcategory of the main grouping 
information/knowledge and programmes. 

 Linkages to Institutions, supporters, constituency and beneficiaries: This describes the 
relationships with different types of constituencies that the organisations have.  

In terms of the needs analysis framework developed this element of the institutional cluster 
SWOC focuses on “primary Targets”. 
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This relates to how organisations relate to other organisations acting in similar or the same 
policy arenas. Organisations seldom work in isolation to one another and often have as their 
goal the transformation of the economy and society. In the context of worker education, we deal 
with clusters of institutions often across networks.  

“Clusters and networks call for analyses of, and changes in, the structures and modalities of 
interaction between institutions, which are exercises of a different category than dealing with 
hierarchies in individual institutions. In terms of the needs analysis framework developed this 
element of the institutional cluster SWOC focuses on so called ‘secondary targets.’ 

 Policy arena and Access to accredited education: In terms of the needs analysis framework 
developed this element of the institutional cluster SWOC focuses on so called ‘tertiary targets.’ 

 Geographic presence: The geographic presence of research and WE delivery by LSOs 

 Opportunities and challenges: Generally in this methodology opportunities and challenges are 
externally focused elements for strategic planning. This links to the needs analysis framework 
which identifies barriers to achieving certain needs. The opportunities and challenges 
component of the SWOC then focusses in on these barriers but is not limited to them. 

General conclusion for Secondary level target groups and organisational capacity development  

The general assessment of institutional capacity suggests the need firstly for better coordination of 

WE across institutions. LSOs collectively represent a tremendous but significantly underutilised 

resource to the labour movement. The skills development landscape has deve 

The general assessment of institutional capacity suggests the need firstly for better coordination of 

WE across institutions. Unions are providing but under current constraints relating to time off, 

available funds and organisational capacity still deliver far less than what is needed by workers. This 

has generally negative organisational consequences for trade unions and the working class more 

generally. Trade unions at this point have simply not been able to break through the barrier of 

flexible and informal work forms with traditional organising methods. To address this issue different 

strategies must be developed. 

LSOs collectively represent a tremendous but significantly underutilised resource to the labour 

movement.  

The skills development landscape has developed an artificial demand for private provider and 

general university provision to worker learners particularly but not limited to labour law focused 

provision. This is largely because of accreditation requirements but also to some extent funds 

accounting requirements.  

Whilst there are progressive academics and academic programmes in universities these need to be 

specifically identified and supported whilst the rest of the general provision is pulled away from 

these institutions towards worker controlled education, in this instance in the form of the LSOs.  

This will require significant capacity development of these organisations and a central coordination 

mechanism, but potentially this can shift the WE landscape significantly. Some practical steps that 

can be taken in the short term is the development of a quality control mechanism within a central 

coordinating body that can support both LSOs and unions/federations in the development of quality 

programmes. Through engagement with the skills structures a list of recognised service providers, 

thus quality assured, that unions can use for both accredited and non-accredited WE can then be 

used for the access of skills funding through SETAs.  
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LSOs are also well placed and already engaged in trying to support community development and 

supporting vulnerable work forms. This has potential to be developed further in building capacity 

here through legal advice and simultaneous WE. 

Capacity development in unions will also be necessary for the direct provision by unions to shop 

stewards, through such funds channels, however care will need to be exercised to ensure this does 

not result in internal funds for WE being diverted elsewhere in the organisation. In the long terms 

such unintended consequences could have severely negative consequences for WE. 

In order to operationalise these suggestions it will be necessary to build a target for different 

proportions of provision by different groups of organisations identified here in order to reach a 

threshold of minimum level of provision. 

Level 3 (Tertiary) 

(Tertiary) involves the resources and inputs into the solutions (e.g., buildings, salaries, facilities, 

etc.).They may be in institutional and or issues that need to be addressed between such institutions. 

This often relates mainly to the context. Whereas level one looked at the population to be provided 

for and level 2 the institutional capacity description at level 3 the importance of the analysis is 

whether this macro institutional environment is enabling to the provision to primary beneficiaries 

and the institutional capacity building for the primary organisation that do this delivery. 

There are a number of institutions that make up this environmental landscape including 

 Department of Labour 

 Nedlac 

 The Sector education and training authorities 

 The national skills fund  

 Department of Higher Education and Training 

 Council for Higher Education 

 Quality Council for Trades and Occupations 

 Union Investment Companies 

 The Human Resources Development Council 

Other Resource issues at a tertiary level include 

 Union direct spending on WE 

 Foreign donor support 

 The International labour Organisation 

 International labour movement and global union federations 

The description of the tertiary target areas in the needs analysis helps to clearly identify a group of 

institutional actors with whom any programme to close identified gaps will be necessary. 

Financial and infrastructural resources 

A broad estimate for current income was previously developed. In addition the financial aspects, 

targets and funding sources are dealt with in the financial sustainability component of the 

recommendations. 
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There is currently very limited infrastructural capacity for delivery of WE. Logistics for transport and 

accommodation routinely constitute the largest part of expenditure in WE programmes. Very few 

unions and no LSOs have this type of resource. 

The cost of infrastructure provision will need to be calculated in order to assess the feasibility of 

lowering the cost of provision and thereby enabling the addition of capacity at an organisational 

level and the upscaling of provision. 

Capacity development for such upscaling along with infrastructural demands will also need to be 

costed. 

5.3. Needs Identification  

The needs that were identified by research participants can be grouped as follows: 

Rebuilding worker controlled Worker Education in a human capital orientated skills development 

paradigm 

• Need to strengthen and extend worker controlled worker education confronting a pure 

human capital approach and conception of worker education.  

• Need to extend the reach of Worker education to provinces more equally and to extend 

worker education beyond metro centres. 

• Need to extend the reach of workers education to the broader membership and workers in 

general. 

• Need to consolidate worker education in a way that supports organisation building and 

transformation. 

• Need to strengthen union representation and role in vocational training forums 

Extending the provision of workers education 

• Need to extend the provision of basic shop stewards training 

• Need to extend the intermediate and advanced training of trade unions 

• Need to extend the reach of worker education and consolidate or at least support 

representation of highly vulnerable workers in the labour market. 

• Need to extend the curriculum of WE to fill gaps in curriculum and respond to needs arising 

from the change in labour market and other contextual factors. 

• Need to address general education gaps of workers in a post school education environment 

• Need to make better use of electronic formats of information management and education. 

Organisation Building  

• Need to consolidate the status and operation of LSOs in order to effectively promote and 

support worker education in all aspects. 

• Need to better coordinate worker education between different levels and forms of provision 

and providers, in particular federations and unions and LSOs but also including university 

providers. 
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• Need to establish a pathway for worker education that builds organisations and learners.  

• Need to build up repositories of relevant high quality materials that are more easily 

accessible. 

• Need to improve information management and production to support efforts to extend 

worker education, build organisation and improve representation and support to workers in 

the labour market. 

• Need to consolidate and improve the capacity of educators and organisations to build the 

upgraded delivery of WE nationally. 

• Need to consolidate the sustainability for the support for WE in line with the Objectives of 

the NSDS. 

• Need to consolidate research in support of WE through evidence based approaches and 

develop support for the creation of new knowledge from within worker controlled 

institutions. 
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5.4. Gap Analysis 

The three most significant gaps identified:  

 The low level of provision of WE education by trade unions and LSOs to organised 

workers and shop stewards and the centralised nature of this delivery 

 The large number of vulnerable unorganised workers who receive little to no WE, 

including formal sector workers in flexible or precarious work forms, the 

unemployed, refugee workers, youth, women and those engaged in the informal 

sector. 

 Coordinated and articulated learning in worker education 

 

Primary Target Gap Analysis 

 Population Current provision Gap and Strategy 

Employed 
workers 
(formal 
including 
Agri) 

16 192 000 There is generally very limited 
provision to this group from the 
perspective of worker controlled WE. 
It is a target for vocational education. 
There are some examples of unions 
engaging in VE in South Africa 
however this is largely confined to 
the public sector.  

Stronger and better coordinated 
engagement by unions in VE structures 
and processes is identified as an 
important means for addressing needs 
and accessing this group with WE in 
general. Broader media based methods of 
WE also offer potential here. As in most of 
the subsequent groups the gap of a lack of 
any school curriculum reflecting WE 
practice values and content could also 
contribute significantly here and in other 
groups described below. This is a long 
terms strategy which increases the 
urgency to address it now. 
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Non-
Unionised 
Workers 
(formal) 

12 250 000 With a union density of 28% this is a 
significant group. Such workers are 
however far more likely to be 
employed in vulnerable forms and 
work and be women.  
There is very little chance of reaching 
this group even through organic and 
informal forms of WE. The group is 
also more likely to be young. 

Organising is the most important 
mechanism for growing WE access in this 
group along with building solidarity 
towards the objective of socioeconomic 
justice. Almost half of this group is found 
in vulnerable work forms. Key to the 
organising focus must include research 
and experiments to organise workers in 
these difficult labour market positions. 
Unions and LSOs have sporadically 
attempted to do this but have generally 
not achieved well with the conventional 
approaches. Innovative methods and 
supporting WE will be critical in this 
instance.  
Mobility and presence in community, 
transit and workspace are identified as 
good potential access points here. 

Unemployed 
Workers 
(formal) 

6 616 000 This group is dispersed through 
communities. They often have a high 
need for vocational forms of 
education and have a higher 
concentration of youth and women. 

Again vocational skills engagement 
improvement in union and LSO practice is 
important. The potential of VE schools run 
by organised labour formations where 
unionised workers learn alongside 
unemployed workers have been proven 
successful in other countries. This 
approach is still in its infancy but require 
concerted worker research initiatives.  

Unionised 
workers 
(members) 
(formal 
including 
Agriculture) 

3 942 000 This group does engage in WE at a 
broad level through informal means. 
Education happens through 
interaction and practice. Feedback 
from collective bargaining processes, 
strike action internal disputes all lead 
to education within this group. It is 
largely uncoordinated and there is 
limited supporting resources for this 
education. The group is increasingly 
well educated largely as a result of 
changes in the labour market and the 
growing nature of public sector 
employment and high union density 
rates in the public sector. At the 
same time there is also growing 
inequality amongst union 
membership which has an impact on 
the building of solidarity towards 
socioeconomic justice. Union 
membership is distributed 
throughout the country and whilst 
there are concentrations in metro 
centres, particularly in Gauteng in 
provinces such as KZN there are 
members outside of a metro than in 
it.  

Growing inequality amongst union 
membership suggest the need for 
strategies that lift the lowest levels of 
education in this group. ABET type 
education is increasingly seen as a need 
by educators. 
The development of supporting resources 
and the extension of electronic forms of 
education are important consideration in 
building WE amongst this group. 
WE largely relies on cascading WE from 
higher concentrations and through the 
development of worker leaders who in 
turn provide WE in informal settings. With 
low provision rates amongst shop 
stewards this indicates the need for 
prioritised action in this area.  
 
The reach of WE to membership in 
general and SS in particular is a serious 
challenge.  

Vulnerable 
workers 

5 230 541 Very low union density and a fast 
growing subgroup of the labour 

The growth of this group and very limited 
inroads in organisation amongst them 
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(casualised) 
(formal) 

market. There has been a growth in 
labour advice centres and general 
community advice centres have been 
found by research to play a 
significant role in labour related 
disputes with this group of workers.  

means this group possess a serious 
challenge to the traditional union model. 
WE needs to be seen as an organising tool 
rather than simply something that 
happens after a worker is recruited. As 
mentioned with other sub groups 
important strategies must include 
research and experimentation with 
different organising forms and the 
dissemination of lessons in these 
endeavours. The plausibility of developing 
representation support through advice 
centres and also leveraging skills 
engagement and WE to access this group 
all offer potential. This should be 
considered a high priority. 
 
A small grouping of workers but an 
important strategic in road for the 
development of worker education 
amongst vulnerable workers more 
generally. 

Vulnerable 
workers 
Unionised 

255 715 A comparatively very small group as 
opposed to their non-unionised 
counter parts. A significant number 
of these workers are found in 
services and construction. 

Vulnerable 
workers 
non-
Unionised 

4 974 826 

Informal 
workers 
excluding 
Agriculture) 

2 689 000 A sizable group at over 2,5 million 
workers. Not a traditional union 
organising focus however such 
workers are often economically 
marginalised and find it difficult to 
access useful skills for their life and 
work. 

There have been some successful attempt 
in Africa in engaging this group and some 
of the WE strategies employed here would 
be well worth evaluating.  

Women 
Workers 
formal 

7 145 465 The gendered nature of vulnerability 
is apparent in the labour market and 
the community. It is a significant 
focus gap. 
 
Women’s needs across these 
different components of the labour 
market do differ but the general 
development of gender is often side-
lined to relatively specialised areas or 
structures 

The gap is in a general failure to 
mainstream gender components through 
all curriculum. The tendency exists for 
gender blind approaches to much 
socioeconomic content. 
 
Gender also provides organising 
opportunities particularly in more 
marginalised and vulnerable working 
situations. 

Women 
workers 
informal 

1 075 461 

Women 
workers 
vulnerable 

2 514 477 

Women 
workers 
vulnerable 
Unionised 

104 198 

women 
workers 
vulnerable 
non-
unionised 

2 410 278 

Migrant 
workers and 
refugee 
workers 

 Often highly vulnerable.  There is a need to build on the lessons of 
unions that have organised migrant 
workers learning lessons from these 
engagements. Refugee workers are also 
often limited to advice office support and 
there is even the instance of nationality 
based unions developing.’ 
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Collaboration with broader civil society 
offer some potential here 

 

6. Recommendations  
As highlighted earlier, whilst there are many barriers to the realisation of WE objectives the three 

most consistently identified barriers that form the basis of developing the recommendations are; 

 The lack of sufficient and sustainable financial resources and the consequent lack of many 
other resources such as infrastructure. 

 The lack of time off for WE 

 The problem of coordination and collaboration 

There were also several significant gaps identified. Of these the most significant gaps identified are; 

 The low level of provision of WE education by trade unions and LSOs to organised workers 
and shop stewards and the centralised nature of this delivery 

 The large number of vulnerable unorganised workers who receive little to no WE, including 
formal sector workers in flexible or precarious work forms, the unemployed, refugee 
workers, youth, women and those engaged in the informal sector. 

 Coordinated and articulated learning in worker education.  

The various proposals and pilots are presented separately but should be considered integrated and 

mutually supporting mechanisms developed in response to the different needs identified in the 

needs analysis. Pilots proposed here are not simply experimental approaches but rather form a set 

of building blocks through the transitional phase.  

Because worker education spans multiple types of providers, multiple quality and government 

authorities and implementing organisations as well as multiple constituencies the key to achieving 

purposeful and implementable planning is an emergent coordination system. 

In order to realise the implementation, a general institution building approach is developed and then 

building from the needs analysis and organisational analysis a set of prioritised needs are listed 

below which in turn provide a framework for a sequence of recommendations. 

 

The recommendations cover the following 11 areas: 

1. Coordination of WE initiatives  
2. Extension of provision and building LSO support to the working class  

2.1. Extension of provision by Trade Unions and their federations 
2.2. Extension of provision by LSOs 

3. Educator development Programme 
3.1. Educator skills development 

The Inaugural Worker Education Conference (held in August 2018) endorsed the research 

recommendations, and put in place processes to decide on the options outlined for the funding 

strategy and coordination. 
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3.2. Building resources - organisation Capacity development and network -materials and 
methodologies 

3.2.1. shop stewards target group 
3.2.2. general membership and workers target group 
3.2.3. Collaborative Curriculum development and accreditation processes 
3.2.4. Organisational capacity development 
3.2.5. Worker controlled degree - pilot project 
3.2.6. QCTO Occupational certificate trade unionist- materials development and Industrial 

policy pilot 
4. Information management Programme 
5. Online materials repository 

5.1. SS basic, intermediate and advanced collection pilot 
5.2. LSO and university materials repository 

6. Trade union capacity development 
7. Labour Law Extension Project 

7.1. L6 advanced certificate LL pilot 
8. Community development and activism pilot project  
9. Worker education and migration 
10. Skills Development engagement programme 
11. Worker Education Research extension and M&E 
12. Sustainable funding models and the Coordination of WE  
 

Areas 1-10 con be considered programmes where every programme is made up of a set of pilot 

projects or components. Each area begins describing the need to be addressed and then summarises 

some of the data and findings giving rise to the need, and background considerations for the 

recommendations that follow. Where possible recommendations have been costed to provide a 

wide view of the funding needs and implications of the proposals.  

1. Coordination of Worker Education Initiatives  

There is a need to establish a more permanent forum for coordination with organisational capacity.  

We propose that the WE Committee mandate is extended with expanded representation to play an 

interim role towards the formation of a permanent structure.   

The Worker Education Committee should be institutionally independent, with funding support from 

the NSF.  This could be referred to as the WE coordination forum. 

The WECF should consist of representation from Federations, LSOs, organisations representing 

vulnerable workers and worker advice offices. 

The WECF would be supported by cluster committees consisting of representation from the 

following: 

• Federations 

• LSOs 

• Organisations representing vulnerable workers 

• National coordinating body for Community Advice Offices (ACCAOSA/NACADO) 

• Government institutions (DHET, NSF, DoL, SAQA, QCTO, ETDP SETA) 

• Universities with labour focused programmes that have MOUs with LSOs and/or federations 
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Cluster committees can play a monitoring and evaluation role along with developing approaches to 

help the WECF to drive other recommendations and pilots. Sub committees should draw in well 

placed individuals within state and institutional settings to assist in driving processes and accessing 

resources. Individuals, NGOs and academics could also be called upon to advise, and give inputs. 

Policy decisions and accountabliity for programmes and finances would be the responsibility of the 

WECF. 

Thematic areas of focus for a small number of cluster committees: 

 Government engagement 

 Trade union delivery extension 

 LSO extension of provision and institutional stabilisation 

 Institutional capacity development and consolidation of sustainable worker education. 

 Worker education educator capacity development 

 Extension of WE focused learning paths through higher education levels 

 Vulnerable worker support and education 

 Trade union engagement in vocational skills  

 Research and M&E 
 

The WECF role would be to work towards a more permanent structure and to institute processes for 

determining the institutionalisation of coordination going forward, i.e. what form a National Council 

for Worker Education would take. Some possible options for this are explored under sustainable 

funding and coordination towards the end of this document. 

2. Extension of Provision and Building LSO Support to the Working Class 

The Worker Education Conference (August 2018) endorsed the recommendation to extend 

provision of education to shop stewards on a large scale, as well as to general 

membership (through the provision of materials for workplace –based mass education, 

discussed further under recommendation 3). 

The WE Conference further highlighted that “to revitalise an empowering Worker Education 

we must also revitalise trade unions.  This means we need to address the challenge of union 

democracy by deepening worker participation through platforms and campaigns, and 

revitalised union organising.  General meetings for workers should be utilised as spaces to 

raise issues, and find solutions through the each-one-teach-one education method.” 

 

The immediate concern surfaced by the research is the low level of current provision to the pivotal 

layer of trade union representatives - Shop stewards - in South Africa. The report has argued that 

this is a large scale area of critical scarce skills which has been largely overlooked and unfunded by 

skills levies as it is often assumed that it is made up by low skilled individuals in a vocational sense. 

The demographics of the shop steward population has shown that this is a changing picture as a 

result of changing labour market characteristics. The critical and multi-faceted role of the shop 

steward has also demonstrated that without significant training input this body of representative 

carrying the necessary knowledge and skills is in critical short supply. 

Current LSO provision is very low as a proportion with an estimate of it reaching about 8% of the 

shop steward population over a period of 5 years. This would on average equate to only 1% per year. 
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Of this a small proportion is accredited education. Most LSO provision in numbers terms is short 

course in nature. Participants of LSO provided education were frequently reported as having 

received little or no shop stewards education from the sending unions, making the delivery of more 

specialised content inefficient as basic concepts often have to be covered first. 

Trade union provided education varies dramatically between unions from 100% provision to 

nothing. It also varies in depth, purpose and focus. Most trade unions that do provide WE do so in a 

learning progression format of basic, intermediate and advanced either as a range of issues covered 

in more depth or a menu of offerings with different topic focus which extend more complex issues. 

Despite the concept of progression, poor information management and poor resources means this 

progression is often haphazard. SETA and other funding has often been linked to accreditation or 

bureaucratic requirements that have seen a gravitation towards universities and private providers, 

making this uneven provision picture even more difficult to assess. 

In addition, trade unions often educate shop stewards in particular in cycles because of elections, 

turnover and available resources. These factors combined makes assessing provision coverage very 

difficult. Based on data provided on provision by unions, and anecdotal reflections from key 

informants, a figure of approximately 35% of shop stewards received some form of worker 

controlled WE in the previous year. The nature of this would vary from a one or two day seminar to 

a formal qualification spanning many weeks of contact time (between 3-6 weeks and self-study time 

on top of this).  

For this reason and building from the gap/needs analysis process a minimum standard for WE for 

union representatives is used as a basis for identifying and costing gap closure. This has been 

described as, “every trade union representative should receive at least 1 week of worker controlled 

WE per year.”  It is emphasised that this is a minimum standard for all representatives.  

Those in a full-time shop steward capacity and more senior leadership roles should initially receive at 

least 25-30 days training. This is roughly equivalent to the time needed for a certificate qualification 

or its non-accredited equivalent.  

The role of LSOs was ideally described by most organisations and key informants as ideally playing a 

top up or more specialised content role but also in support of representatives in unions with little or 

no education capacity and also in areas where labour market conditions making organising unlikely, 

vulnerable workers. In some instances a role towards building working class communities through 

education support and organisation is also identified.  

A five year cycle model based on minimum provision would thus see on average 4 weeks of Union 

based provision and 1 week of LSO provision. This sets up an 80:20 ratio for provision. Given current 

provision along with the need to build pathways for development the following proportion is 

suggested as a starting point. In time these allocations should probably change but this serves as an 

initial departure point from which recommendations and costing can be estimated. 

Existing trade union provision       35% 

Existing LSO provision        1.6% 

Projected LSO and other providers (accredited)    4.4% 

Projected LSO provision (unaccredited)      14% 

Projected trade union and Federation Provision (unaccredited)   45% 
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As extended provision improves, shop steward turnover may well decline. The demand for longer 

more in-depth curriculum would most likely rise along with the emergence of a worker controlled 

degree/s which would involve multi-year roll overs, vulnerable sections of the working class are 

supported, e-learning emerges more strongly and the creation of WE infrastructure allows for 

different delivery models such as evening classes, and learning extends deeper into communities 

these ratios would probably change a little. It would be for the monitoring process to make more 

accurate assessments of the trends going forward. Potentially however on a ten year time line it 

could reach the following proportions 

LSO and other providers accredited     10% 

LSO non accredited (specialised) (provides bridging and RPL)  15% 

Trade union/Federation provision (non-Accredited)   70% 

Trade union (accredited)      5% 

Along with these trends could be a move towards trade unions focussing more at a membership and 

general worker level through the development of trade union based - mixed/integrated13 vocational 

training. 

Curriculum focus 

At any given time in a particular union shop stewards will have participated in different amounts and 

levels of WE and have different levels of general education. The curriculum focused upon would 

therefore depend on where groups of shop stewards are currently, in this mix. It is often difficult to 

establish this given current levels of information management but also this will be different for 

different unions and even regions within unions. It is difficult to estimate this in advance at a 

programme level and thus it will be for unions and federations through consultative processes and 

improved data collection to decide which shop stewards are provided which content. 

As a general concept the components that should be covered over a three year period should 

include: 

Knowledge of: 

1. Basic shop stewards induction 
2. History and theories of Trade Unionism 
3. Trade Union Organisation 
4. Fundamentals of Labour law  
5. Fundamentals of Economics, gender and political orientation 

 

Skills to: 

 Participate in union meetings 

 Participate in statutory workplace committees 

 Participate in membership organising 

 Participate in bargaining processes 

 Participate in disciplinary processes 

 Communicate with and educate membership 

                                                           
13 i.e. emancipatory knowledge and orientation integrated into vocational skills curriculum.  
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(A more detailed curriculum focus is available in Appendix 3 of the full consolidated research report) 

Projected Costs 

Detailed costing analysis is made in the full report.  In summary, the projected costs are as follows: 

• At 2018 prices the immediate funds required for a full extension for trade unions would be R178 

406 990 of which R16 640 539 would be staff costs and R11 671 485 administrative costs. The 

delivery costs alone would be R150 094 965. An estimated total 27 290 shop stewards could be 

reached. 

• In the case of LSOs a hypothetical LSO is constructed as a proxy for the requirements of meeting 

the provision extension but also to build capacity for supporting vulnerable workers and meeting 

research needs. During the phase-in period this costing also works as a proxy for other providers 

such as universities. 

• In the case of LSOs and other providers the accredited component (5% of shop stewards 

attending 6, 5 day workshops for 3014 workers) is estimated at R99 462 000. This equates to a 

course of approximately R33 000 per learner per year which is comparable with 1 year of 

university fees. The non-accredited component (15% of shop stewards attending 1, 5 day 

specialist programme is estimated at R49 725 839 (the combined total is R149 187 839) reaching 

a total of 12 055 shop stewards.  

• Total participant days for the trade union extension would be 136 450 days and total participant 

days for the LSO and other providers extension of provision would be 135 625 days. 

• It is not organisationally feasible (advisable) that such immediate upscaling would be possible in 

a short period of time. For this reason a graduated approach is recommended. Using the target 

population of learners for closing the gap this is estimated to be achieved by Trade unions by 

2021 and by LSOs in 2022. 

3. Education Capacity Development Programme 

Any educational process must give attention to educators. The target for extension of provision to 

45% of the shop steward population represents approximately 27 000 shop stewards who are the 

primary target group of this component. The trade union capacity, the secondary target group is 

considered through an estimate of the number of educators needed to deliver to a group this size. 

In both LSO and union educator populations the average age of this grouping is fairly old at 47 and 

particularly so amongst the LSO grouping. The general turnover of educators is however higher 

amongst union educators who often move to other positions or leave to join government or enter 

the private sector. This suggests a high turnover of educators in general and for LSOs in particular 

will occur in the next 5 to 10 years. Therefore educator development will become an increasingly 

important aspect of general organisational capacity development going forward. 

The organisational analysis component of the research indicated that this group represents a 

particular and unique collection of experience and practice that is currently underutilised and less 

effective largely because of institutional constraints.  

This programme aims at developing organisational and educator capacity in order to upscale 

delivery. It is based on the principle of collective development and capacity building between LSOS 

and Trade unions. It addresses capacity gaps and curriculum gaps. 
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It attempts to develop a number of educational resources/materials in an integrated way so as to 

facilitate articulated learning pathways from AET through to degree level. It is also key in developing 

additional methodologies that will extend the provision in order to reach general membership and 

workers. 

From a capacity perspective it is intended to develop skills for approximately 100 union based 

educators over a five year period, with the following focus areas:  

• facilitation skills,  

• materials development skills,  

• competency in AET and bridging programme delivery, and  

• electronic and print delivery of informal education directed at a mass base. 

The programme identifies the development of accredited components such as the QCTO 

occupational certificate for trade unionists, currently being finalised and the development of a 

degree in WE. Non accredited and informal education resources are also developed where specific 

gaps are indicated. 

It envisages LSOs, progressive academics and trade unionists collaborating in these developments. 

 A network of practitioners are brought together to develop specific areas of curriculum and 
themselves also develop further capacity through peer learning. 

 Annual conferences are used to extend learning to the general educator population in the 
labour movement. 

 Development of the following will be included in the outputs 

• Developing Trade union Occupational Qualification materials  

• Developing AET format of QCTO curriculum areas  

• E-learning materials 

• Degree curriculum 

• degree materials 

• General membership and worker education materials and media 

• WE materials and approach for inclusion in school curriculum 

• Non accredited course development in support of quality and RPL (see SAQA policy 

on same) 

• WE and RPL policy 

4. Information Management Programme 

• The need for better information management was very apparent in the research process. 

• Better coordination and planning of WE is clearly dependent on improving this capacity. 

• The programme will develop an information management system aimed at membership and 

WE records later expanding to other areas. 
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• The data field design will be used in the overall M&E process for the establishment of 

improved capacity of WE delivery. 

•  Implementers and decision makers are educated on the use and the processes of the 

system. 

•  Elements of implementation education are also cascaded to the union capacity 

development project for admin organising and leadership to both provide capacity for use 

and maintenance and buy in/demand within the organisation for the system’s use.  

•  The system will also be linked to the central repository of learner information and materials 

and online options explored. 

Specific actions proposed: 

• Further research the existing information management systems in place in unions, and 

analyse their strengths and weaknesses, utilising ‘good practice’ case studies  

• Identify the information needs of unions and the Federation at various organisational levels 

(linking this to organisation building, bargaining, education/capacity building and social 

dialogue) drawing on the experience and findings of this research process 

• Develop proposals for uniform systems for information collection and maintenance that take 

account of specific conditions in affiliates, combining the use of technology with methods 

that complement organising practices, and maintain and build on relationships and 

communication at local levels. 

• Develop learner data management and also online database covering education materials 

and linked research data and information. 

• Support a cluster of pilot unions to implement and maintains information systems, assess 

the implementation, and identify areas for improvement.  

• Create platforms for sharing of experiences and approaches to information management 

across unions and federations (through a series of workshops for trade unions) 

5. Online Materials Repository 

The rationale is to develop a collective repository of WE materials and resources.   

The basic idea of the rules of open source and licencing is that the intellectual resource is made 

generally available in the public domain on condition that any use, part use or reference to such 

property must in turn be placed back in the public domain. It does not necessarily preclude the 

commercial use thereof as long as that commercial use product is also redeposited in the public 

domain. These same principles can be used as a basis for developing WE resources in a community 

model as opposed to private intellectual property model. 

The open source movement emerging from the world of IT has demonstrated practical methods for 

dealing with copyright and intellectual property across the profit and non-profit divide in a way that 

sees development costs drastically reduced and the quality and speed of development significantly 

improved. This emerged from the copyleft movement of the 1980’s. Copyleft is a general method for 

making a program (or other work) free (in the sense of freedom, not necessarily “zero price”), and 

requiring all modified and extended versions of the program to be free as well.   
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The process of collaboration and opening up of resources needs to be consolidated at an 

organisational practice level which can be supported through technological means to facilitate 

access to resources. Organisations would need to develop either a tacit or explicit agreement to 

build resources in this way going forward. This is a process that should be graduated and requires 

trust building as there are real survival concerns that have driven these practices to this point. This 

will need to be complemented by a general increase in funding in the area and also more general 

access to such resources. A general license agreement could be developed for use in such a process. 

In time as research and publications are developed these can all be added to this licencing form.  

There is also potential to distinguish between written content and typeset. Thus for instance a union 

may publish a book that is illegal to simply photocopy or print the electronic version, to still be able 

to sell the book and recoup expenses, but using extracts from the work is allowed as long as the 

materials using these extracts makes those materials available on the same conditions. 

 

As an initial process it is suggested that a repository of union representative based materials be 

developed/created and the author institutions agree to making these available for fair use and under 

such a license system. This repository of electronic materials can be downloaded and used  

 

Pilot: repository of union representatives training materials 

 

The pilot would serve as a basis to introduce the ideas to various organisations across the trade 

union and LSO landscape. It should have a federation and collection of LSOs as a base set of 

implementing partners. Would require the establishment of a website and database repository. This 

could either be hosted under one of the participant organisations or all participating organisations 

could use the common code and or location to include on their own website. 

Proposed Outputs include:  

• Collection of materials developed and contributed by a WE community 

• Improved materials access and development 

• Ever growing information sources 

• Monitoring the use of the repository and scanning for commercial infringements of the open 

source policy. 

• A reference materials library for learners and also an e-learning site for WE generally also 

phased in through the roll-out. 

6. Trade Union Capacity Development 

In order to develop union capacity for upscaled education delivery and also improve organisation 

capacity in general the other key target groups include the organising role, the leadership role and 

the administrative role. 

 
The organiser role plays a critical part particularly in informal and organic education however there 

is little attempt to better equip people in this role to better coordinate and develop these forms of 

informal learning. At the same time the organising role is also key to the other areas of 

organisational engagement and coordination. The research identified that although this group have 

in the past received educational development there are still large gaps in skills and knowledge. 
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It is recommended that the organising role is better developed through focused pilots around 

general membership/ worker education and supported through accessible materials that can 

consolidate informal experiential learning that happens spontaneously in the core of pursing other 

union objectives. This should be supplemented with skills components that relate to different 

functional role elements including organising strategies and vulnerable workers, labour law and 

representation skills, collective bargaining and research. A number of these areas are covered in the 

trade union occupational qualification. This group are ideal for piloting and co-creating the 

development of these resources discussed in the education development programme. 

 

Administration and systems have been shown by the research to be of particular organisational 

difficulty in the labour movement. A focused programme linked to information management 

proposal that targets administration staff be developed and tested in the piloting period of the 

recommendations period. 

 

Specific Proposals include: 

• Organiser, paralegal and fulltime shop stewards and N/POBs development 

• Focused pilots for these groups  

• The population of this group is estimated at 2750 if paralegals are included this 

group moves above 3000. There are role overlaps with FTSS and OBS- an additional 

500 is added to the group for cost estimates. 

• RPL process is developed and learners are either RPLed against existing qualification 

for recognition and or streamed into different learning programmes. 

• Administration 

• Mismatch of skills to be addressed on existing and new organisational systems and 

engaging/supporting membership directly 

• The target group is 800 union administrative staff 

7. Labour Law Capacity Programme 

CCMA, Universities have become predominant providers for unions in the area of labour law. 

Resource sapping and the education represents a conservative, not activist approach to the law. 

The purpose of this programme is to re-institutionalise this capacity within the trade union 

movement. 

Level 6 advanced certificate in labour law is good pitching point with lower levels and non-accredited 

forms of the content developed and cascaded down through the education programme. 

The Workers College has already developed a framework for level 6 advanced certificate in labour 

law that carries a focus on broader issues and development questions relating to the law in general 

which has been forwarded to the CHE for accreditation.14 Ditsela runs Danlep programmes with 

labour law as a focus. 

                                                           
14 Confirmation from the Workers College as to the accreditation status of this application could lead the way to a college 
led roll-out of the qualification using the institutions accreditation initially which in time could move towards more general 
accreditation under a worker education community college system when policy clarity emerges around these institutions 
and higher level qualifications.  
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These institutions could play a leading role in extending this curriculum through a pilot project 

process. High quality materials developed with support from practicing attorneys and selected 

academics could be developed for wider application by workers organisations and their support 

structures. 

Proposed Outputs include: 

• Materials set at L6 

• Other materials at non accredited – through to AET level know your rights 

• 550 paralegals trained at this level 

8. Community Development and Activism Programme 

A number of organisations have already begun to extend constituencies of focus to include 

communities and vulnerable workers. The labour movement has long engaged at community level 

but this engagement has been in decline for many years. 

It is recommended that there be an allocated and ring-fenced amount of money that is managed by 

the WEC to develop research around the linkages between community and labour struggles through 

participatory projects. Projects involving women, immigrant and migrant workers and unorganised 

and vulnerable workers should be prioritised in the selection. The example costing of these projects 

is non-residential in nature as they should be located where workers are working, commuting 

(stations and bus stops) and where communities live. It is recommended that the pilots are gradually 

upscaled from 25 weeks per year to 100 weeks per year. A project should not exceed 5 weeks of 

engagement. The general support research would interact with this element of the project by 

documenting and assessing impacts and also strategies developed in organising communities and 

vulnerable workers.  

• This programme has 2 core components covering community development and reaching 

vulnerable hard to organise workers through the provision of advice. 

• It develops materials for community development and activism and paralegal support 

through an integrated learning pathway from AET level through to occupational certificates. 

• Recommendations include participatory action research involving workers and community 

members together while developing skills and knowledge of targeted learners. 

• The programme also covers recommendations around the piloting of mobile workers advice 

clinic approach for reaching vulnerable workers where they live work and commute.  

9. Worker Education and Migration 

Having set out data on migration in South Africa in the contextual analysis of the consolidated 

report, this section assesses implications of migration for worker education. There are three main 

areas in which implications can be grouped.  

1. Building worker solidarity: Nationality is but one factor in shaping relationships between South 
African and foreign workers. The nature of contract is another factor impacting on worker 
solidarity. Worker education in this context, needs to: 

a. Build consciousness of worker identities over narrow national identities: Specifically, 
worker education needs to address questions of xenophobia and locate current working 
conditions in a historical geopolitical context.  
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b. Campaigns for recognition of undocumented workers: One of the important 
implications is that trade unions are unable to represent foreign workers, especially 
those without required legal documentation. Building campaigns to recognise the rights 
of undocumented migrants has been a longstanding issue in South African trade unions, 
but the campaigns have not materialised. Worker education processes could potentially 
play a role in raising this issue so that it may receive prioritisation.  

2. Policy on scarce skills: An area requiring further development is how trade unions approach the 
concept of “critical skills” or “scarce skills”. The South African government has a list of skills that 
is updated annually. Worker education projects need to take account of this list, as it provides an 
indicator of a mismatch between skills needed within the economy, and the available skills. The 
very assertion of a “skills mismatch” is hotly contested, and it is precisely for this reason that 
materials in this area may prove useful for workers to explore. In fact, as the list represents an 
area in which government asserts jobs are available, it might prove a useful area for SETAs to 
undertake specific skills development programmes.  

3. Spatial and industrial focus: The different attitudes across South Africa are important to 
understand, as they derive from histories of migrations in these areas.  Even the resilience of 
attitudes is important to understand. From a worker education perspective, this can be seen to 
have two implications: 

a. Materials development: The development of training material would benefit from 
recognition of different modes of interactions between local-born and foreign-born 
workers. Specifically, it provides insights into the range of interactions between workers, 
and challenges the dominant narrative of hostile relationships,  

b. Industrial focus: The high number of undocumented workers in agriculture and other 
sectors requires focus. This may include developing material for the sector and on 
organising strategies for undocumented workers. However, at the level of economic 
policy, especially with the introduction of a National Minimum Wage, this is an area that 
will likely be higher on the policy agenda.  

 

10. Worker Education and Vocational Skills Engagement  

It is recommended that a combined approach that links WE research and better coordination 

amongst trade union based representatives of skills structures is developed. This can take the form 

of an LSO led research and education programme. Naledi is currently conducting WE related 

research, The Chris Hani Institute has an emerging research programme in the area and the Workers 

College has conducted preliminary research and conceptualisation in this area. These efforts could 

be consolidated with different focal areas and through collaboration with University programmes 

that are currently directed towards worker education and research. Such collaboration needs to 

maintain multi-federational direction and support. University contributions should be guided by a 

framework developed by the LSOs identified. 

• The WE and vocational skills engagement suggest the need for unions to better coordinate 

the engagement with skills structures and institutions from workplace to state level.  

• It also recommends the space for the direct provision of vocational skills requires serious 

consideration and what steps would be needed to establish this. 

• More specific recommendations relate to the establishment of a research agenda focused 

on current skills structures representatives from workplace to national institutions. 
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• A development programme and orientation for union representatives sitting on SETA 

boards. 

• A skills programme for workers participating on skills and equity committees at workplace 

level. 

• Extended research into the feasibility and current practices nationally and internationally of 

Unions engaging directly in vocational training.  

• Outputs include: 

• Educational materials for workplace representation in skills and equity structures (As 

these workplace structures are often combined)  

• Education materials directed at supporting negotiated vocational skills development 

for sectors which are often more project focussed such as construction are 

developed. 

• Educational materials focused on organising and skills amongst vulnerable and 

unorganised workers which have crossover skills for self-representation are 

developed. 

• 80 Nationally based skills representatives are upskilled and engage in strategic 

deliberation from a labour perspective.  

• 1750 Shop stewards/workplace representatives sitting on workplace skills structures 

are up-skilled and engage effectively on equity and skills issues. 

• Labour representative at national and workplace level have access to focused 

research data on skills provision and orientated to consider and argue in terms of 

polemic and labour market implications of skills development planning.  

11. Worker Education Research extension and M&E 

This research process has collected rich data on the history and practice of WE through stakeholder, 

key informant discussions and surveying of learners and educators. The richness of this data can 

never be fully used in the process of developing such a report which is focused on the practical 

issues of implementation and planning. As such it is suggested that as a second phase to this 

research a publication is developed around WE that builds on the existing literature surveyed, and 

Data emerging through the other support research discussed below would also contribute to such a 

publication. 

It is further proposed that the WEC initiates a pilot project to collaborate with existing institutions to 

develop a history of trade union activism research project. This effort should serve as a basis for a 

popular version/series around WE that is used to alter the narrative and perception of WE as 

discussed in the needs analysis. A worker education series distributed widely amongst unions, locals 

and branches. 

This could link to some of the piloting concepts discussed in this document that envisages an 

integrated approach to broad membership and general worker education that follows common 

themes through different levels of delivery. It could for instance deliver at a literacy and numeracy 

level of WE in the form of a newspaper supplement.  
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The research has also started to develop a contact database. Efforts here could be further extended 

and serve as a basis for wider scale electronic surveys on targeted areas of worker education. This 

would support various areas of implementation and monitoring going forward. An online educator 

survey has already been developed in the course of the current research project. 

Finally there is a specific need identified to further research issues relating to time off and the use of 

general meetings for mass based WE initiatives.  

Pilot linked research agenda 

This section provides recommendations in three areas of research that will be required as the 

programme unfold. These are: 

1. Improving implementation  
2. Assessing implementation  
3. Curriculum and materials development  

Improving Implementation  

The recommendations provided above provide a detailed account of what needs to happen under 

each heading. The recommendations themselves require additional research to move from concept 

to implementation. Research in this area are noted in the table below.  

 

Topic /Area Brief Description  

Endowment An agreement on the concept of an endowment to support 
Worker Education (WE) is a starting point. Once this has 
happened, research on the options for establishing such an 
option would need to be undertaken. This would include 
accessing advice on: 

 Legal and institutional mechanisms 

 Investment options  

 Means for raising funds for an endowment 

Educator development 
programme 

The research in this area includes two aspects: 
1. Financial and provision model: The costing of a model for 

educator development programme is a key task for 
implementing worker education. The research intended 
would focus on costing and sustainability of various models, 
linked to the learner provisioning model.  

2. Upskilling materials development: The research would 
provide a systemic review of means and methods to upskill 
and improve capacity of trainers in unions. This would feed 
into the process of designing the curriculum and designing a 
provisioning model.   

Worker Education Degree The feasibility of a worker education degree needs to be 
investigated. This would include an exploration of direct delivery 
versus delivery mode that includes LSOs and/or university 
departments.  

Links between vocational 
training and worker 
education 

Research that specifically examines good practice amongst the 
unions that currently provide vocational training and builds 
working class-oriented theory and perspectives for the control of 
vocational skills development by labour. The intent is to develop 
a model that links worker education and vocational training in 
ways that strengthen trade unions and workers. 
 



A Summary of the Research Report on Worker Education 
September 2018 

 

Page 53 of 59 
 

 

The implementation of proposals contains in this document seek to support both an 

institutionalisation and massification of worker education in South Africa. The vision and 

implementation are deliberately bold, given the scale of the challenges our society faces. The 

programme however will require consistent evaluation to assess whether it proceeds according to 

plan, and if the goals of improving worker education are being realised. This section provides an 

overview on how implementation of the programme will be undertaken.  

An assessment of the implementation programme will occur at several levels. These are summarised 

in the box below.  

Indicator / Implementation Step  Research 

Closing the coverage gap for shop steward 
training 

Gathering information on attendance  

Implementing the Educator development 
programme 

Tracking performance of the implementation 
once research has been completed.  

Developing an information management 
system aimed at membership and WE records 
later expanding to other areas. 
 

The conducting of a pilot programme will 
provide data on what works and what does not 
work. This will inform the design of future 
programmes.  

Making choices and designing a WE objective The research will assess technological options 
for a repository and document system for 
inclusion of materials in the repository.   

Organiser, FTSS and N/POB pilot programme An evaluation of the pilot programme will be 
undertaken, ideally using participatory 
techniques.   

Vocational training pilot This pilot will seek to link worker education 
with vocational training  

 

Underlying these research activities will be a monitoring and evaluation system that will consist of: 

 Clearer action plans for each programme will be developed once trade unions have agreed 
to participate.  

  The action plans will be operationalised into a multiyear programme that will be 
implemented and linked to Key Performance Indicators (KPIs).  

 Linked to a process of decision making that involves trade unions members involved in WE.  
The details of such a monitoring and evaluation system is itself an area requiring further research.  

Curriculum and Materials Development 

There are various areas that require curriculum and materials development. This section indicates 

core material development activities that need to be undertaken.  

 

2. Reviews of existing materials: A systemic review of existing WE materials needs to be 
undertaken, which would provide a means to map out the existing materials. In addition, a 
review of pedagogical and other themes will be undertaken. This will provide information on 
what we know, and what we still need to know.   

3. Shop steward Training: The core 5-day programme would need to be developed and such a 
programme would require refinement each year.  

4. Educator development programme: The educator development programme is akin to a train-
the-trainer programme and requires extensive development. The broad outline for the course is 
outlined above and will serve as a guide for the development of materials.  
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5. Labour Law Capacity Programme: The development of curriculum in this area will be 
undertaken. The curriculum will include a specific focus on the operational and tactical elements 
of using the law as an instrument to further worker education.  

6. Community development and activism: It develops materials for community development and 
activism and paralegal support through an integrated learning pathway from AET level through 
to occupational certificates. 

7. Online pedagogics: A broader set of advices and guidance on using online platforms to support 
worker education. The intent being that progressive pedagogical stances taken in offline training 
be incorporated in online learning. The research will thus inform all projects being undertaken.  

12. Sustainable Funding and Coordination Models and Options 

Sustainable funding models really need to consider three components.  

1. Income 

2. Spending priorities and approaches 

3. Institutional arrangements for spending decisions (coordination) 

Through discussions with various stakeholder informants, the following broad principles relating to a 

sustainable funding model seem to emerge: 

 The identification and coordination of multiple income streams is critical to avoiding 
overdependence on one source. 

 New income should preferably not replace old income but rather supplement it. For 
example increasing SDL income poses the risk of unions allocating subscription income 
elsewhere. 

 The ability to reduce the cost of provision that is driven by the location of target recipients 
and the centralised nature of WE currently, is key to extending provision. 

 Building self-sustainable funding streams becomes increasingly important in the long term as 
environmental uncertainty increases in the long term. 

 Collaborative approaches that minimise duplication and maximise the efficiency of the use 
of resources are preferable ways of working. 

The Inaugural Worker Education Conference proposed the establishment of a funding commission 
(consisting of Federations and LSOs) to further engage on the options in the research report, and 
to guide the funding strategy.    

Possible options for Sustainable Funding to expand WE resources (including infrastructure), include 
the following: 

• Increasing Income streams 

• Endowment Fund 

• Ring fencing WE as a proportion of the SDL 

• Unions allocate a greater proportion of funds to WE 

• Some funds currently spent on private providers and universities are redirected into 
worker controlled WE 

• State budget absorbs some cost through a community college approach 

• Reducing costs 

• Building infrastructure 



A Summary of the Research Report on Worker Education 
September 2018 

 

Page 55 of 59 
 

• State Loan Linked to community college or other centralised worker body 

• Save to build approach 

• Contingencies for  a resource poor environment 

• Using existing resources  

• Increasing usage of technology to deliver worker education  

• Using open source models  

• Open union culture  

Self-funding 

 Building a capital endowment for worker education 

 Different ways of reducing costs are explored and contingency options where no increase in 
funding is achieved are discussed. Bringing down logistical costs is a key consideration.  

 The recommended minimum standard of provision is for every shop steward to receive 5 days 
of worker controlled WE per year and this is used as a basis for calculating demand and 
costing infrastructural proposals. 

After a transition period where the WE committee plays a coordinating role it is suggested that a 

more permanent structure be formed that has legal standing or different LSOs lead and provide an 

institutional basis for different facets of WE. 

Currently WE state funding is almost entirely at ministerial discretion which can make it vulnerable 

in the longer term.  

The following options are put forward in the report for engagement by role-players: 

The possibility of a WE endowment fund approach. 

The possibility of using a community college as a means of diversifying income streams and 

providing infrastructure.  

The community college measure would at least ring-fence certain costs. There are provisions in the 

national policy on community colleges that could be used as a way of developing an alternate 

funding stream and building infrastructural development and be used for coordination whilst 

maintaining independent LSO structures. But this is not a clear cut strategy and has pitfalls, and 

therefore careful consideration is needed. 

The report explores the idea of creating collaboration based provincial hubs for delivery. The 

principle concept is the creation of 13 provincial Hubs based on the distribution of trade union 

membership. 3 In Gauteng, 2 in KZN and the W. Cape and 1 each in the other provinces. These 

should have training facilities, accommodation and office space to house LSOs and advice centres for 

workers. 

Unions/federations and LSOs become users of the infrastructure and pay costs associated with 

facilities creation and recurring costs such as food and rental space for LSO’s and Unions. Staff 

administering the accommodation and infrastructure up-keep and services are not included in this 

component. User Fees would come from funding routed through the DOL and the skills development 

levy.  
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Initial infrastructure can be developed through an interest free loan repaid over a period of 20 years. 

A headline infrastructural cost has been calculated at R877 445 824. This is the price of development 

in 2021. It allows for a 10% escalation of construction costs per year. In current prices this amount 

would be R639 658 006 which is roughly equivalent to 4% of the national skills development levy. A 

cost comparison model with the current hotel provision model that costs the same provision based 

on the minimum standard of 1 week of education per shop steward would see the difference in 

costs financing the infrastructure in just 2.7 years. 

The operational and capital costs by 2021 is estimated at R437 per user per night or R313 in current 

Rands and includes the provision of office space in all provinces. The user fee component that would 

come from union budgets and SDL and DOL funding streams is calculated at R236 in 2021 or R189 in 

current Rands If a community college model is able to be used as a means of financing salaries 

related to the infrastructure. Based on full occupancy for 300 days per year this user fee would in 

fact facilitate loan repayment within a 10 year period. 

It is recommended that stakeholders within the WE environment pay particular attention to two 

fundamental barriers identified being time off and the extent and nature of funding. Post conference 

processes need to further unpack the strategic possibilities and threats and build consensus on a 

way forward.  

There are various income streams and possible income streams that can be considered. 

Currently WE has as an income the following identifiable streams. Some estimates of the amounts 

have been made but these should be interpreted cautiously as data is difficult to access from all of 

the stakeholders, due to bureaucratic processes. 15 

 
Based on the estimates that were made and comparing cost per learner in the PSET system as a 

comparative marker the current income probably lies between the lower limit and the midpoint or 

around R180 million however it is emphasised that these are extremely rough estimates. The table is 

useful in identifying sources of income and giving some sense of proportion. It is definitely not 

meant to indicate total spend on worker education. The methodological approach has been to 

rather estimate the gaps in provision and then estimate the cost of these gaps and steps that can be 

taken to closing these gaps and what this would cost. Gaps by definition exclude current provision. 

                                                           
15 This is based on 2016 costing 

Funding source Lower limit upper limit

LSO, union and union federation SDL (0,2%-0,4%) R31 542 000 R47 313 000 R63 084 000

Union Budgets (this is a very rough estimate) R80 000 000 R135 000 000 R150 000 000

LSO self generated R1 100 000 R1 250 000 R1 500 000

DOL advice centres R3 757 896 R3 757 896 R3 757 896

DOL to LSOs and Union federations R16 065 100 R16 065 100 R16 065 100

International solidarity R15 000 000 R22 250 000 R30 000 000

Totals R147 464 996 R225 635 996 R264 406 996

LSO total budget R49 417 676 R49 417 676 R49 417 676

R98 047 320 R176 218 320 R214 989 320

Spend per learner with LSO R6 715 R10 274 R12 040

spend per learner without LSO R4 641 R8 342 R10 177

Best estimate R186 550 496
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Nevertheless it is useful when discussing sustainable funding to have a broad sense of income 

streams. 

 

General institutional capacity development and coordination 

 

 
 

Potential pilot of such a model and approach 

This type of provision model would require a phased in approach and organisationally would require 

the WEC to be established as asset ownership would need to vest in the state. Mixed support 

methods should be investigated in the process of establishing three such pilot centres in Gauteng, 

KwaZulu-Natal and the Western Cape. Three pilots are recommended for comparative purposes, 

They have immediate potential to reach the largest body of unionised workers (approximately 60%) 

and potentially vulnerable workers, and also because these centres will ultimately require more than 

one centre allowing for a phased in approach to provision, time to adjust staffing and implement 

lessons learned in the process.  

The different LSOs should/could cooperate in establishing learning programmes during the initial 

piloting phase, across all three centres. This would mainly be aimed at non accredited education 

although accredited provision is also envisaged. LSOs should discuss potential complementarities 

and possible cooperation within and across programmes between these three centres. Given 

relative experience, specialisation and capacity, Ditsela, LRS, Workers College, IHRG and WWMP, Ilrig 

and others in particular could establish a number of functional and directly collaborative 

programmes.  

This pilot would require in principle the following 

 The formation of a centralised community of practice based worker education college 
through ministerial declaration. Buy in and commitment of DHET to provide the capital for 
construction possibly through an extension of the TVET infrastructure programme. 
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 Intra governmental cooperation to source land and possibly supporting financing costs 
through municipal allocations. 

 Agreements between LSOs and unions around the use of facilities. 

 A scoping and precise costing of the pilots. 

 The assessment of relative value and possibilities of brownfields and greenfields 
16development options. 

 A budget for construction/conversion and operating expenditure by 2021 of R258 891 758 

 Support from DOL for the establishment of advice centres at these establishments 

 

Consolidated Pilot Project Roll-out Budget Estimation 

The following table combines the costs of the different pilots and the phased in extension of trade 

union based WE over a five year period. The LSO component of extension is not included in the 

totals as there are some cost overlaps between the pilots and the general model of upscaled LSO 

delivery. This is provided as a separate line item at the end of the table. The figures on projects are 

escalated at a 7% inflation rate. 

 

This does not represent a total figure for WE but the difference or gap to move from current levels 

and content to a point where WE can achieve objectives detailed in the needs analysis component of 

the report. 

                                                           
16 Greenfields projects are building infrastructure from new, brownfields development is adapting current 

buildings for the specified purpose. 
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8. Conclusions 
The research has identified key policy areas and points of intervention as well as defining the learner 

population and needs at learner and institutional level. The report builds on this through identifying 

clear policy focus areas and recommendations for debate within the labour movement and beyond. 

This followed by a set of proposals around institutional forms, funding models, coordination, 

curriculum and delivery methodologies along with testable pilot activities to act as a basis for 

consultation and participation in the process of finalising strategies. 

Because worker education spans multiple types of providers, multiple quality and government 

authorities and implementing organisations as well as multiple constituencies, the key to achieving 

purposeful and implementable planning is an emergent coordination system. 

This Summary Report (and the full consolidated research report) are intended to put forward 

proposal for debate and discussion within the labour movement, with the intention of building and 

revitalising the workers’ education movement to confront the challenges of our times. 

2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 5 year total

Component 

Total

Component 

% Participants

Education Capacity Development Pilot R33 390 655 9,2% 1708

Facilitation capacity development Project R2 666 243 R2 492 105 R3 462 306 R2 660 611 R2 963 167 R14 244 433

Collaborative methodology, materials and 

curriculum development R2 909 790 R3 113 475 R3 331 419 R3 564 618 R3 814 141 R16 733 443

Senior educators skills development R548 375 R586 761 R941 752 R335 891 R2 412 780

Information management Pilot R2 489 006 0,7% 540

Development and piloting of systems R695 500 R747 930 R90 950 R774 124 R180 503 R2 489 006

Common materials repository Pilot R2 379 876 0,7%

Networking for agreement and technical collection R535 000 R388 410 R470 417 R444 691 R541 359 R2 379 876

Union Capacity Development Pilot R114 110 000 31,6% 5340

Organisers/FTSS/N/POBs R2 857 143 R11 428 571 R20 000 000 R25 714 286 R40 000 000 R100 000 000

Admin R830 000 R2 490 000 R3 320 000 R3 320 000 R4 150 000 R14 110 000

Labour Law Extension Project R25 740 890 7,1% 475

Level 6 certificate pilot R1 915 939 R3 553 340 R7 554 381 R4 068 219 R8 649 011 R25 740 890
Worker advice centres, community development 

and activism Pilot R78 380 668 21,7% 36350

Labour in community development R750 000 R4 788 550 R7 838 627 R9 765 430 R11 961 173 R35 103 781

Worker advice R628 225 R6 049 946 R6 037 797 R15 650 550 R13 875 237 R42 241 755

Research R180 000 R192 600 R206 082 R220 508 R235 943 R1 035 133

Skills devlopment engagement R43 159 585 11,9% 550

National representative development R1 415 075 R567 870 R1 889 629 R650 155 R695 666 R5 218 395

Workplace representatives development R5 673 140 R6 070 260 R6 495 178 R6 949 840 R7 436 329 R32 624 748

Resarch Component R924 480 R989 194 R1 058 437 R1 132 528 R1 211 805 R5 316 443
Gender Education and Research Programme R21 513 236 6,0% 725

Train trainer, Action Research and Participatory 

materials development R716 900 R767 083 R239 284 R256 034 R273 956 R2 253 257

Provincial based education Programme R0 R3 106 972 R3 324 460 R3 557 173 R3 806 175 R13 794 780

Network and conferencing activities R682 660 R1 322 753 R888 577 R950 778 R1 620 430 R5 465 198

Resaerch Extension R7 188 424 2,0%

Publications and M&E activities R1 250 000 R1 337 500 R1 431 125 R1 531 304 R1 638 495 R7 188 424

Sub Total Pilot based spending R25 178 470 R49 993 322 R68 580 421 R81 546 739 R103 053 389 R328 352 340 R328 352 340 45688

10% of total for coordination and quality assurance 

e.g. National WE council R2 517 847 R4 999 332 R6 858 042 R8 154 674 R10 305 339 R32 835 234 9,1%

Total Pilot based spending R27 696 317 R54 992 654 R75 438 463 R89 701 413 R113 358 728 R361 187 574 100%

Theoretical Cost Of TU Provision Extension 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 2026 2027 2028 Total

Cost estimate R33 346 650 R71 361 832 R114 535 740 R163 404 323 R218 553 282 R280 622 414 R350 310 314 R428 379 469 R1 660 514 025

Learners 4 094 8 187 12 281 16 374 20 468 24 561 28 655 32 748 147 366

Theoretical LSO Provision Extension

Cost estimate R34 885 875 R74 655 772 R119 822 515 R170 946 787 R228 641 328 R293 575 465 R366 480 039 R448 152 734 R1 737 160 516

Learners 1 808 3 617 5 425 7 233 9 041 10 850 12 658 14 466 65 097


