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1 Abstract 

In exploring the national system of worker education, the Worker Education Technical Task 

Team (WETTT) of the Human Resource Development Council (HRDC) found that South Africa 

really needs some concerted effort around developing enabling policy and processes to 

enjoy the same vibrancy and diversity of worker education in the past – especially in terms 

of creating a more empowered and engaged working class.  

The Task Team focused on the following areas: 

 encompassing a politically motivated empowerment of the working class helping 

them fight social injustice and exploitation;  

 vocational training promoting technical excellence, proficiency and productivity in 

the work place; 

 worker-management education addressing the issues of interaction between 

workers and managers 

There is potential of learning from international case studies, but in creating a holistic and 

comprehensive worker education framework, South Africa may be unique in deepening it’s 

democracy through true empowerment of their citizens by this method. 

This report chronicles the journey of the Worker Education Technical Task Team in taking 

the first steps to creating such a  comprehensive worker education framework 
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2 Acronyms and Abbreviations 

ABET  Adult Basic Education and Training  

AET  Adult Education and Training  

AMCU  Association of Mineworkers and Construction Union  

ATR  Annual Training Report  

BUSA Business Unity South Africa 

CAT Credit Accumulation Transfer 

CCMA  Commission for Conciliation, Mediation and Arbitration  

CETC  Community Education and Training Centre  

CHET  Centre for Higher Education Transformation  

CLC  Community Learning Centre  

CLEO  Centre for Labour Education and Organising  

COSATU  Congress of South African Trade Unions  

DBE  Department of Basic Education  

DHET  Department of Higher Education and Training  

DLL  Division for Lifelong Learning  

DoE  Department of Education  

DoL  Department of Labour  

DSD  Department of Social Development  

EAP  Employee Assistance Programme  

EPWP  Expanded Public Works Programme  
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ESCR-Net  International Network for Economic, Social and Cultural Rights  

EWP  Employee Wellness Programme  

FEDUSA  Federation of Unions of South Africa  

FET  Further Education and Training  

GDP  Gross Domestic Product  

GET  General Education and Training  

GETC  General Education and Training Certificate  

GETCA  General Education and Training Certificate for Adults  

GLU  Global Labour University   

HET  Higher Education and Training  

HEI  Higher Education Institution  

HRD-SA  Human Resource Development Strategy for South Africa  

ICESCR  International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights  

IDC  Independent Development Corporation 

IFWEA International Federation of Workers' Education Associations 

ILO  International Labour Organisation  

ILRIG  International Labour Research and Information Group  

LRA  Labour Relations Act  

LRS Labour Research Services 

MERSETA   Manufacturing, Engineering and Related Services Sector Education and  

Training Authority  
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MICT SETA   Media, Information and Communications Technologies Sector Education  

and Training Authority  

NACTU  National Council of Trade Unions  

NALEDI  National Labour and Economic Development Institute  

NASCA  National Senior Certificate for Adults  

NDP  National Development Plan  

NEDLAC  National Economic Development and Labour Council  

NEET  Not in Employment, Education or Training  

NEHAWU  National Health and Allied Workers’ Union  

NEPI  National Education Policy Initiative  

NGO  Non-governmental Organisation  

NPC  National Planning Commission  

NPO  Not for Profit (or non-profit) Organisation  

NQF  National Qualifications Framework  

NSC  National Senior Certificate  

NSDS  National Skills Development Strategy  

NSF  National Skills Fund  

NSFAS  National Student Financial Aid Scheme of South Africa  

NUM  National Union of Mineworkers  

NUMSA  National Union of Metalworkers of South Africa  

NYDA  National Youth Development Agency  
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ODL  Open and Distance Learning  

OER  Open Educational Resources  

PALC  Public Adult Learning Centre  

PDM  Post-graduate Diploma in Management  

POPCRU  Police and Prisons Civil Rights Union  

PSETA  Public Service Sector Education and Training Authority  

QCTO  Quality Council for Trades and Occupations  

RPL  Recognition of Prior Learning  

SADTU  South African Democratic Teachers’ Union  

SAQA  South African Qualifications Authority  

SDC  Skills Development Committee  

SDF  Skills Development Facilitator  

SERI  Socio-Economic Rights Institute of South Africa  

SETA  Sector Education and Training Authority  

SJC  Social Justice Coalition  

SLP  Social Law Project, Faculty of Law, University of the Western Cape  

SWOP  Society, Work and Development Institute  

TAC  Treatment Action Campaign  

TUACC  Trade Union Advisory Coordinating Council  

UCT  University of Cape Town  
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UKZN  University of KwaZulu-Natal  

UNISA  University of South Africa  

UWC  University of the Western Cape  

WE   Worker Education/Worker Education for Empowerment/Political  

Education  

WEF  Worker Education Framework  

Wits  University of the Witwatersrand  

WSP  Workplace Skills Plan 
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4 Background 

The Worker Education Technical Task Team (WETTT) was established by the Human 

Resource Development Council to develop an implementation plan addressing specific 

bottlenecks in the skills development pipeline in the area of Worker Education at the 

beginning of 2012. The first few meetings of the task team indicated the diversity in the 

approach to worker education. There was no common understanding of worker education 

amongst the representative of labour, business, education and communities. In order to 

formulate a common approach to the task ahead of defining worker education and reaching 

a common vision, the task team went through several processes of brain storming. Finally to 

assist with the development of a framework the Worker Education Technical Task Team, in 

November 2012, through the HRDC: 

 Commissioned research looking at the state of Worker Education (what 

programmes were being run and what issues were hampering the system) 

 Commissioned desktop research to look at International Worker Education 

Systems 

 

The Researchers were then asked to make Recommendations as to a way forward for 

improving Worker Education in South Africa. 

The first draft of the Research Report was submitted to the Task Team in April 2013. Further 

revisions and input were made by the Task Team in May and June 2013 until the final 

Research Report was submitted on 28 June 2013. Finally, through a series of meetings and 

in response to the final Research Report submitted to the Task Team in June 2013, the Task 

Team compiled its own insights and recommendations on the way forward.  

This report aims to chronicle the journey of the Worker Education Task Team and capture its 

recommendations.  

4.1 Terms of Reference 

The Worker Education Task Team established by the Human Resources Development 

Council was asked to: 

Propose systemic changes to promote the “provision of an integrated, accredited and non-

accredited costed National Worker Education and Training System and Implementation 

Plan” (HRDC Secretatriat, Final Terms of Reference for Worker Education and Training 

Technical Task Team) “allowing the progression in human resource and skills development 
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and vocational education and training in equipping recipients/citizens with the requisite 

skills to overcome … poverty, ..inequalities and unemployment” (ibid.) 

The Task Team’s interpretation of their terms of reference (ibid.) further defined Worker 

Education and Training to include:  

 training that improves someone's ability to do their job (current and future) 

 training to help people make a contribution (economically and socially) to their 

communities 

 processes and policies that support demand-led (bottom-up) education and 

training 

 promotion of life-long learning as a process of becoming responsive to an ever 

changing work world – allowing the individual to remain productive throughout 

 the incentives which encourage the (public and private) provision of training for 

workers on  a continuous basis 

 

4.2 Problem Statement 

The terms of reference (ibid.) keenly singles out that South Africa has not been able to 

establish a culture of demand-led integrated education provision and that this together with 

a lack of career pathing and other practices supporting personal progression within the 

workplace has left the country bereft of systemic skills development for workers, and 

without clear champions of such an initiative going forward. 

Fundamentally, “there is no clear collective vision on an integrated, accredited and non-

accredited worker education and training framework in South Africa. As a result no 

national coordinated and integrated Policy and Legislative Framework is available to guide 

and support the implementation of worker education and training”.  

(HRDC, 2013, Worker Education Framework South Africa, available from 

www.hrdcsa.org.za/sites/default/files/Worker%20Education%20Framework%20SA%20June

%202013.pdf – accessed 21 March 2014) 

 

http://www.hrdcsa.org.za/sites/default/files/Worker%20Education%20Framework%20SA%20June%202013.pdf
http://www.hrdcsa.org.za/sites/default/files/Worker%20Education%20Framework%20SA%20June%202013.pdf
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4.2.1 Objectives and Deliverables 

Objective  Deliverables 

Make recommendations as to how to improve 
the provision of integrated, accredited and 
non-accredited worker education and training 
to allow for the progression in education, 
training and development generally. 

Analysis of current provision and 
understanding of worker education 

Compare local & international practice 

Recommendations for implementation 

Engage experts to guide discussions and gauge 
the feasibility of potential improvement 
measures  

Review of international practice (including 
ideology, skills development, vocational 
education, and joint worker management 
education) 

Table 1: Summary of the Worker Education Technical Task Team Objectives and 
Deliverables 

At the heart of the Task Team's activity was answering the question of how do we improve 

the Worker Education and Training System to help ordinary, working class South Africans 

build a better future for themselves. Helping them improve their 

 Socio-political wellbeing – helping them contribute to the improvement of their 

communities, gain the recognition, representation and services they require. But 

also to be able to cope with the social challenges they face day-to-day (e.g. 

parenting, substance abuse, violence and general citizen empowerment) 

 Vocational success –  allowing  them to create a future for themselves or at least 

make informed decisions about the career choices and opportunities available to 

them 

 Interpersonal work dynamics – promoting a better relationship between 

managers and workers or staff and owners within a work environment 

5 Research 

To establish an understanding of the current state of worker education in South Africa and 

what international systems we could learn from the Technical Task Team engaged the Social 
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Law Project at the University of the Western Cape in November 2012 through a 

procurement process managed by the HRDC Secretariat. 

The Terms of reference for the researchers was to: 

 Conduct an analysis and attain a common understanding of the current provision 

and understanding of worker education within 3 pillars 

o Worker Education Ideology: unionisation or the political education of workers 

o Employee education: education in and for the workplace/ vocational 

education and training 

o Joint worker-management education: informing the interaction between 

workers and management 

Their research is discussed below as: 

 A review of the current system in South Africa in §The National Worker Education 

System 

 A cursory overview of what is happening internationally in §International Desktop 

Review 

 

5.1 The National Worker Education System 

5.1.1 History 

South Africa has a rich history of worker education – with Trade Unions and Political 

Organisations finding innovative ways to build the skills and general well-being of the 

marginalised South African working class. (Cooper, 2005, Towards A Theory Of Pedagogy, 

Learning And Knowledge In An ‘EVERYDAY’ Context: A Case Study Of A South African Trade 

Union. Available from www.haesdu.uct.ac.za/usr/haesdu/staff/downloads/Cooper_PhD.pdf 

– accessed 21 March 2014)  

In what could be described as an organic self-education system workers learnt from their 

“own involvement in their organisations where knowledge was shared and new 

understandings sought and produced. Through their day-to-day experience of organising 

and running meetings, workers developed new understandings about worker democracy 

and worker control; in the process of running increasingly large and complex organisations, 

elected worker leaders developed a range of organisational and leadership skills; and in 

http://www.haesdu.uct.ac.za/usr/haesdu/staff/downloads/Cooper_PhD.pdf
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defending themselves against attacks from employers and the state, workers learnt about 

the nature of the economy and political power.” (ibid.) 

The depth and creativity in the provision of education was further strengthened through the 

denial of education in the 1980s. In this context self-driven education was the only way to 

address an overwhelming desire for knowledge and information through shop steward 

organised 'siyalala's' and the growth of culturally rich material in the form of worker plays, 

poetry and choirs (ibid.) 

The 1990s however changed the context of worker education from one of “People's 

Education” and political activism to building management capacity, workplace education 

and training for national economic development. 

This change in focus has in many ways left the worker education system fragmented and 

without clear structure. However the different ideological positions played out in many 

interactions within the Worker Education Technical Task Team – and this diversity must be 

accounted for in the Worker Education System. 

5.1.2 Policy 

Since 1994, Education and Training has remained a priority within the Government’s vision 

for improving the well-being of its citizens. This is reflected by the regular revision and 

promulgation of legislation and plans hoping to shape education and training in South 

Africa. However, it must be acknowledged that trade unions and civil society organisations 

have been actively involved in shaping many of these education and training policies even 

before the newly elected democratic government came into power. Trade unions had and 

still have policies for both formal and informal learning programmes which largely 

contribute to the full development of workers and society as a whole. 

The research report highlights how various policies impact workers and this is further 

summarised in Table 2: South African Education and Training Policy Summary. 

Emphasis Key Legislation, Policy, Strategy 

Access & availability 

 

The Constitution of South Africa, 1996 

Further Education and Training Colleges Act 16 of 2006 
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National Development Plan 

Green Paper for Post-School Education and Training 

The Recognition of Prior Learning in the context of the South 
African National Qualifications Framework. Policy document 
adopted by SAQA June 2012 

Human Resource Development Strategy for South Africa (HRD-SA) 
2010-2030 

Quality National Qualifications Act 67 of 2008: Guidelines on Strategy and 
Priorities for the NQF 2012/2013 

Higher Education Act 101 of 1997 

Adult Education and Training Act 52 of 2000  
(incorporating all amendments up to December 2010) 

Further Education and Training Act 2006 (amendments 2012) 

Progression The National Qualifications Framework (NQF)Act 67 of 2008 

Further Education and Training Colleges Act 16 of 2006 

National Qualifications Act 67 of 2008: Guidelines on Strategy and 
Priorities for the NQF 2012/2013 

The Recognition of Prior Learning in the context of the South 
African National Qualifications Framework. Policy document 
adopted by SAQA June 2012 

Content / Outcome 

 Employability 
 Economic 
Productivity 
 Social Equality 

Further Education and Training Colleges Act 16 of 2006 

National Skills Development Strategy (NSDS) II 

National Development Plan 

The Recognition of Prior Learning in the context of the South 
African National Qualifications Framework. Policy document 
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adopted by SAQA June 2012 

Provision Adult Education and Training Act 52 of 2000  
(incorporating all amendments up to December 2010) 

Further Education and Training Colleges Act 16 of 2006 

National Qualifications Act 67 of 2008: Guidelines on Strategy and 
Priorities for the NQF 2012/2013 

Green Paper for Post-School Education and Training 

Human Resource Development Strategy for South Africa (HRD-SA) 
2010-2030 

Table 2: South African Education and Training Policy Summary 

5.1.3 Provision 

Worker Education in South Africa can be divided into three focus areas – each with a 

different starting point (a distinct frame of reference informed by their ideology and desired 

outcomes) and objective. These have been called the “three pillars” of worker education by 

the Technical Task Team. Provision is summarised in Figure 1: Snapshot of Worker Education 

Provision in South Africa - Role Players and their Focus. Figure 1 indicates the three distinct 

areas of focus but also illustrates the overlap between each pillar. Together the three pillars 

are meant to produce an integrated and holistic developmental approach. 

The three pillars are defined as: 

 Political Education or Worker Empowerment – on one level representing and 

defending worker’s rights but more completely (as defined by the Global Labour 

University,  

 

“education as a mean to strengthen workers' capacities and empower them to 

transform society”. So helping workers or people of the working class to take their 

rightful place as citizens of the country, being recognised as valuable member’s of 

society and shaping their own roles and futures http://www.global-labour- 

university.org/fileadmin/GLU_research_projects/Worker_s_Education/Workers_-
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Education-Outlines.pdf ) 

 

 Vocational Training – building proficiency, professionalism and productivity in the 

workplace. At a national level this is focussed on building industry 

competitiveness, profitability and a global market advantage 

 Worker-Management Education – this pillar finds itself at a disadvantage as 

historically a belief exists that there is little of common interest to both workers 

and management or owners of business. At the same time niche commercial 

providers organise events, training and services around specialist areas of 

common interest e.g. labour law, industrial relations, human resource best 

practice.  

 

Figure 1: Snapshot of Worker Education Provision in South Africa - Role Players and their Focus 
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5.1.3.1 Pillar 1: Political Education / Worker Empowerment 

Table 3: Summary of Programmes Offered in Worker Empowerment (HRDC: Worker 

Education Task Team, 2013, Worker Education Framework South Africa (Research Report)) 

lists some of the programmes run by various providers. 

Providers can be grouped into the list below. However, this is not  exclusive: 

 Trade unions – who have influenced national policy, worked at improving adult 

literacy and numeracy and train continually to expand the depth and expertise 

within the Trade Unions themselves. Trade unions have also done research 

into the needs of their members 

 Service Providers to the labour movement – organisations such as the CCMA 

and LRS who  are concerned with building specific skills within the labour 

movement (e.g. education  around worker rights, the labour legislation and its 

processes)  

 Community centres – this group is involved in community development in 

general as well as worker empowerment more specifically by offering 

educational programmes such as HIV and Aids awareness, informal training of 

early childhood development, citizenship courses, and other extra-curricular 

training courses e.g. music etc 

 Labour Education Institutes – organisations that are created by unions to 

provide training and support to their members allowing them to become 

empowered, better equipped at dispensing union responsibilities / activities in 

the work place, take up leadership roles within the union and become more 

engaged citizens 

 Higher Education Institutes – universities and other continued education 

providers aimed at providing education with respect to rights and 

responsibilities of citizenship, fair labour practices and policy 

 Private providers – additional education aimed at empowering the workers is 

provided by private providers who normally champion the rights of under-

represented or poorly organised groups making them especially vulnerable to 

exploitation, or providers focussed on niche subject areas such as labour 

relations & the labour law 
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Provider Education Overview 

Trade Unions 

National Education, Health 
and Allied Workers 
Union(NEHAWU)  

NEHAWU, along with educating its workers, makes considerable 
input into educational policy.  

For example, at its recent policy conference in June 2012, it called 
for – among others – increasing attention to be paid to free, 
quality education for all; compulsory grade R; more teaching and 
learning resources and support for schools and for school 
governing bodies; an expanded, affordable higher education and 
training sector with full NSFAS bursary funding for needy 
students; building quality capacity in the FET college sector; and 
monitoring processes to ensure implementation of the National 
Skills Accord and (NEHAWU Bulletin 2012). 

National Union of 
Mineworkers (NUM) 

The National Union of Mineworkers (NUM) established the Elijah 
Barayi Memorial Training Centre (EBMTC) in 1993, which now has 
two FET campuses.  

ABET programmes have been developed in partnership with 
construction, energy and mining companies to improve the 
numeracy and literacy levels of its members and shop stewards.  

Political training and educational programmes for shop stewards 
and members are also run at the EBMTC, aimed at deepening 
their class consciousness and to enhance solidarity on the shop 
floor.  

In addition, programmes are in place to develop union leadership 
as well as for administrative training related to case preparation 
and training in labour law for its members. 

South African Democratic 
 Teaches’ Union 

 (SADTU) 

An indication of where this trade union is focusing, i.e. on the 
professional development of its members (teachers), was the 
pilot study initiated by the SADTU research department. The 
research aimed to develop a needs assessment instrument to 
inform the professional development of SADTU members (SADTU 
2011). The motivation for this study was the critical need to 
improve the SA education system, which cannot happen without 
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Provider Education Overview 

appropriate teacher development, but which, it argued, must 
identify teachers’ needs first in order to provide effective training. 

National Union of Metal 
 Workers of South Africa 

(NUMSA) 

Educational activities extend across NUMSA’s five pillars of union 
education: 

 shop steward training; 

 staff development; 

 political education; 

 membership education;  

 leadership development (including for office bearers) 
(NUMSA 2011). 
 

NUMSA believes that a standard curriculum should be developed 
to train all shop stewards to be effective in their roles as 
representing workers. Staff training spans a broad range of 
competencies. NUMSA also negotiates with employers to provide 
ABET for workers. 

South African Municipal 
Allied Workers Union 

(SAMWU) 

SAMWU produced a 2002/03 Political Education Book to facilitate 
political education programmes and discussions in the branches 
and the provinces. 

In addition it allows for political education at workplace level, and 
not just at leadership level, whilst at the same time 
communicating with members about the current burning issues 
that confront the labour movement in general and SAMWU in 
particular. 

Federation of Unions of 
South Africa 

 

The Training & Education Committee (TEC) deals with all matters 
pertaining to training and education in the Federation and in the 
country. FEDUSA recognises education as a societal issue and is 
determined to ensure that these commitments are implemented 
and the necessary structural changes made. They have recently 
pledged their support to the improvement of underperforming 
schools. And are concerned with dismal matric pass results, 
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Provider Education Overview 

(FEDUSA) 

 

increasing dropout rates and rising learner pregnancy.  

NACTU 
 

NACTU has an education unit led by an education co-ordinator 

that runs education seminars on the following: 

 Organising skills 

 Negotiation skills 

 Administration skills 

 Organisational Development 

 Basic Trade Union Education 

 Shop steward 

 Basic legal 

 Paralegal 

 Health and Safety 

In addition, NACTU developed an accredited one year programme 

for Trade Union Management with Unisa that has been running 

since 1993. 

The course consists of five modules aimed at training shop 

stewards and union leadership. 

 Introduction to Economics 

 Communication 

 Financial Management 

 Collective Bargaining 

 Labour 
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Service Providers to the labour movement 

Tend to be non-profit organisations that are involved in a range of labour-related activities, 
especially research and non-accredited education. Their purpose is to strengthen the labour 
movement as a whole and they could be said to align most closely with an ideological model of 
trade union education, having a largely political agenda. 

Commission for 
Conciliation, Mediation and 
Arbitration (CCMA) 

Independent dispute resolution body established in terms of the 
Labour Relations Act, 66 of 1995 (LRA), the CCMA in addition to 
its core services, has an education unit which produces 
educational material and gives training and advice. 

Labour-Community Advice 
Media and Education 
Centres (LAMEC) 

Educates communities by means of trade union public 
programmes which are aired by approximately 40 local radio 
stations in South Africa. 

Labour Research Services 
(LRS) 

The LRS has a trade union library and a wide range of educational 
material and resources available to its members, which currently 
includes 15 registered trade unions. Among these is the South 
African labour history project and archive to promote knowledge 
and understanding of the history of the working class and its 
struggles (www.lrs.org.za). 

International Labour 
Research and Information 
Group (ILRIG) 

ILRIG provides education, publications and research for the labour 
and social movements in Southern Africa focusing on 
globalisation. Every year since 2002 it has held a week-long 
‘Globalisation School’, to which activists from a wide range of 
organisations, including social movements and trade unions 
throughout Africa, are invited. The topic of the ‘school’ in 2012 
was the ‘Capitalist Crisis and Political Power’ (www.ilrig.org.za). 

National Labour and 
Economic Development 
Institute (NALEDI) 

Conduct policy research to build the capacity of the labour 
movement. 

Chris Hani Institute The CHI Political education programme aims to deepen political 
consciousness and a range of organisational and leadership skills.  
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The CHI’s dream is to provide a platform and a centre for 
alternative education, and to that end endeavours to become a 
workers academy which will have medium term education 
programme.  This will last from a minimum of a year to three 
years. Ultimately the CHI aims to become an open university for 
the working class targeting Party cadres, trade unionists, workers, 
students and progressive intellectuals. 

Labour Education Institutes 

An organisation funded by trade unions, often with support from Government, that provides 
education and training, research and other support to the trade union/workers movement. 

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

The Development Institute for Training, Support and Education 
for Labour (Ditsela) pathways in Sotho) was established in 1996 
by COSATU and FEDUSA, the two biggest trade union federations 
in South Africa, to serve the needs of the members in their 
sectors. 

The primary focus of Ditsela is labour education, to increase the 
pool of trade union educators, organisers, activists and 
researchers, especially women, although it also conducts 
educational research that can strengthen the working class and 
the trade union movement. 

Ditsela’s National Education Programme offers a range of courses 
that have been developed over the years in response to the needs 
of its constituency and the challenges facing the labour 
movement. In 2013, these include the Danlep Educator 
Development course, a one-year advanced course for union 
leaders. This is an NQF level 5 accredited Certificate in Education 
offered in partnership with the University of the Western Cape to 
enhance effectiveness of the labour movement through improved 
understanding of labour law. 

Ditsela also offers targeted support to labour organisations 
nationally and regionally on request, or pro-actively to vulnerable 
sectors, assessing their needs and developing appropriate plans 
to build their capacity through education and training 
interventions and providing resources. 
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Workers’ College The Workers’ College is committed to: 

 Providing education to workers and to worker leaders and 
communities that empower them and their members 

 Developing educational practices that sustain the 
participatory and critical learning processes 

 Promoting the values of open debate, democracy and non-
discrimination on the basis of race, sex, religion or political 
affiliation promoting competent and efficient trade union 
and community organisations. 

 
The college (http://www.workerscollege.org.za) facilitates a 
variety of courses and programs for trade unionists and 
community activists from within South Africa as well as the 
African continent.  

The Workers College programmes are easily accessible to working 
adults. The content is practical and based on or linked to issues in 
the workplace, community or real life scenarios. The learning 
methods are interactive, inclusive and participatory. 

Worker Education/Worker Education for Empowerment/Political Education in Higher 
Education 

Despite criticisms of having exclusionary mainstream programmes, many university 
departments provide Worker Education/Worker Education for Empowerment/Political 
Education programmes that promote active citizenship and challenge dominant social and 
economic discourses, as well as professional development and skills development programmes 
for trade unions, workers and managers. 

University Continuing Education / Short Course Programmes 

Cape Town Law@Work Faculty of Law’s Professional Development Project offers 
seminars, lectures, short courses and courses of post graduate 
standard. 
Courses include: Labour Law, Negotiating Skills, Legal writing, 
Introduction to Administrative Justice  
Continuing Education –Units and departments offer non-credit-
bearing courses which may beorientated towards professional 
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development, executive capacity building or general interest. 
Formal degree or diploma programmes which are designed to 
allow students to study while continuing to work. 

Free State  Short Learning Programmes of a credit and non-credit bearing 
nature are offered in the faculties of Law, Humanities, Natural 
and Agricultural Sciences, Economic and Management Sciences, 
Education, and Theology 

Rhodes Certificate short course in Labour Law (Business School); 
 Honours & Masters Courses, Dept. of Political and International 
Studies) include:  

o The Politics of Collective Action,  
o Reconstructing the South African mind,  
o Poverty and Privilege,  
o The Politics of Social Policy;  
o Understanding Domination, 
o Community justice and freedom,  
o Labour Economics 

Western Cape Social Law Project has been presenting a variety of accredited and 
non- accredited training programmes aimed at trade unionists 
and workers since 1993. An example of a non-accredited 
programme is the Danlep programme currently being presented 
in partnership with Ditsela as a CE Programme in labour law. 

Certificate in Economic Development is an example of an 
accredited programme is a Certificate in Economic Development 
programme offered jointly by School of Government and SLP to 
over 300 shop stewards since 2006. 

Witwatersrand In January 2007 the GLU Masters programme (Labour and 
Development, Economic Policy, Globalisation and Labour) was 
introduced by the Global Labour University 
SWOP at the University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg 
strives to conduct high quality research on the world of work. This 
is primarily academic in orientation, with an emphasis on 
disseminating research through teaching, publications and 
conferences. They attempt to maintain communication and 
interaction with a broad range of actors within the world of work, 
such as organised labour, business, government and other 
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research organisations. 

Private Providers 

Athena Private FET College Shop steward development programme;  

OHS compliance training 

Intec College Labour relations 

Kusile Consulting Services Shop steward training 

Lexisnexis Labour law programmes tailored to clients’ needs. 

Astrotech Labour relations programmes 

Table 3: Summary of Programmes Offered in Worker Empowerment 

Another important part of Worker Empowerment is the activity and capacity building which 

happens outside the labour movement – where the working classes are educated with 

respect to their rights and responsibilities with respect to being citizens of South Africa. In 

this context of social activism and building community solidarity uses more non-formal and 

informal methods of instruction and development. In some cases training and development 

is offered in a more structured way by organisations that have been established with the 

express purpose of addressing specific social injustices. 

Some of these approaches include: 

Campaigns: Offer a way to collectively work towards addressing common issues / 

injustices collectively. Promoting greater involvement by marginalised communities 

in the democratic process 

Movements: e.g. Abahlali baseMjondolo – build a bottom-up participatory 

democracy. Much information sharing, development of ideas and education happens 

through meetings and song. However building an archive / library of the Movements 

thinking, perspectives, actions enables more people to tap into the programme and 

initiatives developed by the Movement 
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Coalitions: parties/organisations with overlapping interests collaborate to run 

education, awareness raising campaigns to prepare for and run joint actions 

addressing issues of common interest 

Institutes: e.g. Socio Economic Rights Institute of South Africa (SERI) – are specialist 

institutes interested in affecting social change invest in education and awareness 

building initiatives to support developmental programmes. This may even include 

the production of educational booklets or helpline services 

Independent NGOs: Similarly specialist NGOs get created to address the needs of 

particularly vulnerable working groups or atypical workers. 

 

5.1.3.2 Pillar 2: Vocational Education and Training 

Both the NSDS III and NDP recognise that education plays a key component in the 

development of South Africa's global competitiveness and its road to higher employment. At 

this point there is limited emphasis that companies are training their staff in a way that 

enables the staff with respect to addressing their own employability, mobility (ability to 

move from one job to another), transferability of skill and recognition of ability. Companies 

choose to develop their staff in a tailored fashion, according to their own priorities and 

financial means. Meaning the individual worker is not guaranteed of learning standardised 

industry practices. 

Although much of this training and development happens under the management / 

oversight of various SETAs (Sector Education and Training Authorities) there are still many 

system inefficiencies, backlogs and oversights that need to be addressed. 

The SETAs could play a more constructive role in all three pillars of the worker education 

framework, namely, worker empowerment, vocational education and worker management 

education. This remains a continued focus for the NSDS III and it offers encouragement for 

more worker-initiated training. 
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The ETDP SETA has recently embarked on a project with all the Federations on the 

development of the Trade Union Practices Qualification - this was a project funded by 

the ETDP Seta and has reached its final stages. However, much more needs to be done in 

this regard by all SETAs. 

National Skills Development Strategy III Section 4.6 Output 4.6.3.1 states that: 

Trade unions and worker education and training initiatives are able to use the critical 

networks of their organisations (e.g. shop stewards and union officials) to educate 

their members and other workers to suit their needs in a manner that is also beneficial 

to the economy as a whole. 

South Africa has a long history of worker education and training that needs to be 

supported and expanded. 

The NSDS III will support NGO, community and worker-initiated skills development 

and training programmes. The NSF will similarly aim to support credible and quality 

worker skills development, education and training programmes. 

Worker, NGO and community-based education programmes are supported and their 

impact measured and reported on 

SETAs must engage with trade unions, NGOs and community-based organisations in 

their sector and identify skills needs and strategies to address needs.’ 

Figure 2: NSDS III support for Political Worker Education 
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SETAs must be made accountable to report on worker education ensuring that all three 

pillars are addressed in the development of the worker. 

 

5.1.3.3 Pillar 3: Worker-Management Education 

The study identified that this sector is primarily serviced by special interest commercial 

concerns – in addition to some best practices and approaches being under discussion in 

various MBA programmes or Labour Relations Programmes within a broader Industrial 

Relations Context. At this stage the research offered little clarity to the provision, quality or 

structure of initiatives aimed at creating common ground / understanding between workers 

and management. 

Task team members felt strongly that there must be an acknowledgement of the role 

employers have played in giving workers “time off” for their own development. This has 

resulted in enhancing , managerial skills of ordinary workers who have then taken up senior 

strategic positions in both government and the private sector. 

National Skills Development Strategy III Section 4.6 

Trade unions, their education programmes, as well as other worker-initiated training 

programmes and NGOs play an important role in the further education and training of 

workers in broader sectoral policy and capacity to effectively engage in the workplace 

and broader economy. 

Worker-initiated education and training can contribute to a workforce that is better 

able to understand the challenges facing the economic sectors in which they operate. 

This would benefit the workplace our economy as well as the developmental objectives 

of our country. 

 

  
Figure 3: NSDS III Worker Initiated Education & Education for Economic Participation 
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5.1.4 Conclusions 

In conclusion then, the key research findings around Worker Education in South Africa are: 

Worker Empowerment 

Worker education for the purposes of creating better life for workers (as a group) 

takes many forms of informal and formal; structured and unstructured; accredited 

and non-accredited – and is offered mainly by trade unions, labour service providers 

and worker education institutions, but also is incorporated into programmes offered 

by various Higher Education Institutes 

The researchers concluded that more work needed to be done to create a 

qualifications framework organising and categorising the existing worker education 

initiatives from the various players / providers 

National Skills Development Strategy III Section 4.6 

Trade unions, their education programmes, as well as other worker-initiated training 

programmes and NGOs play an important role in the further education and training of 

workers in broader sectoral policy and capacity to effectively engage in the workplace 

and broader economy. 

Worker-initiated education and training can contribute to a workforce that is better 

able to understand the challenges facing the economic sectors in which they operate. 

This would benefit the workplace our economy as well as the developmental objectives 

of our country. 

 

  

Figure 4: NSDS III Worker Initiated Education & Education for Economic Participation 
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The opportunities, approach and implementation of Recognition for Prior Learning 

(RPL) were poorly understood and hence not advocated adequately to promote 

access to further education/employment and recognition of exiting skills 

Vocational Training 

Although many of the vocational training initiatives happening in the workplace or 

preparing people for the workplace have happened under the oversight of the SETAs 

– system inefficiencies resulted in companies participating in fewer training 

programmes 

There are opportunities to promoting higher worker-initiated training 

Also marginalised groups such as contract, temporary or casual workers normally did 

not benefit from training initiatives 

Training for unemployed / underemployed groups was mainly championed by civil 

society organisations who struggled with issues of funding 

Worker-Management Education 

Little is known about the broader context of promoting common understanding 

between workers and management. Current initiatives are narrowly focused by 

commercial enterprises to explore particular issues – but building common ground 

between managers and workers holds substantial benefits for both parties 

Generally, many providers could benefit from providing more formal registration and 

administration processes. 

5.2 International Desktop Review 

5.2.1 Research Scope 

The multi-faceted, multi-dimensional nature of Worker Education encompassing: 

 Different objectives: social upliftment, improving work practices and 

productivity, citizenship, bargaining and negotiation, empowerment 

 Different methods and approaches 



Worker Education Technical Task Team Final Report (2014) 

Page 32 of 61 

 and an understanding that the Worker Education Task Team itself was looking 

at finding a holistic framework the desktop research focussed on (HRDC: 

Worker Education Task Team, 2013, Worker Education Framework South Africa 

(Research Report)): 

 Distilling best practice guidelines from the policies, procedures and principles 

of international WE organisations such as the ILO, IFWEA, GLU, Ruskin College 

and others 

 Finding examples of where and how an integrated, articulated WE framework, 

as envisaged in South Africa, has been applied internationally 

 Distil learnings from examples where elements or components of an 

integrated, articulated approach is evident in policy and/or practise. 

 

5.2.2 Research Summary 

5.2.2.1 Values and Principles of International Labour Organisations 

Although it is apparent that we can learn a lot more from the International Worker 

Education organisations and each probably deserves more detailed study the initial research 

highlights the following framework insights. 

 

Organisation Distinctive Value Action/Agenda 

International Labour 
Organisation (ILO) 
(www.ilo.org) 

Tripartite nature - bringing 
together representatives of 
governments,employers and 
workers to jointly shape 
policies and programmes 
promoting Decent Work for all 

Promotes social justice,  

Lobbies, campaigns and works 
towards establishing humane 
working conditions in order to 
promote more sustainable 
notions of freedom, stability 
and peace  

Global Labour University 
(GLU) (http://www.global-

Global in outlook - Builds on 
the expertise of the GLU 

Works on strengthening trade 
union capacity and 
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Organisation Distinctive Value Action/Agenda 

labour-
university.org/298.html ) 

partner institutions in Brazil, 
Germany, India and South 
Africa 

competence to engage more 
effectively in social dialogue 
on social and economic policy 
issues like employment, social 
protection, and the 
implementation 
of international labour 
standards 

Ruskin College 

(http://www.ruskin.ac.uk/) 

Focussed on adult education – 
people with few or no 
qualifications who were 
unable to access education 
earlier in their lives 

Looking at providing university 
education to working class 
people to help them act more 
effectively on behalf of 
working class communities 
and organisations - trade 
unions, political parties, co-
operative societies, working 
men's institutes etc.  

Education empowering people 
who in turn want  to give back 
to society 

International Federation of 
Workers' Education 
Associations (IFWEA) 
(http://www.ifwea.org/) 

International organisation that 
brings together national and 
international trade unions, 
workers' education 
associations, NGOs and 
foundations engaged in the 
provision of adult education 
opportunities for workers and 
the communities in which 
they live 

Provides and develops 
resources for worker 
education addressing the 
changing world of work in a 
formal & informal economy. 
Sees education as the 
cornerstone to establishing, 
building and maintaining 
democracy. 

Table 4: Summary of International Labour Organisations Values and Focus 
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5.2.2.2  Review of International Programmes 

Emphasis was placed on looking at international approaches with respect to Worker 

Empowerment. Table 5: Summary of a Sample of International Work Education 

Programmes summarises some of the programmes. 

 

Organisation Country Support / 
Funding 

Purpose Lessons 

Arbeit und Leben 
[Work 
and Life] 
 

 

Germany Sponsored & 
supported by 
German Trade 
Union 
Federation 
(DGB) and the 
German Adult 
Education 
Association 
(Community 
Colleges) 

Education 
programs that 
develop the WORK 
and LIFE of people 
premised on social 
justice, equity and 
solidarity with the 
goal of democratic 
participation 

Professionalization of 
worker education 

Supporting / 
coordinating initiatives 
of 160 regional work-
life organisations 

Arbetarnas 
Bildningsforbund 
(ABF) 
 

(The Workers’ 
Educational 
Association) 

Sweden Funds itself 
through grants 
from the 
government, 
county and 
municipal 
councils, and 
fees from the 
participants 
and the 
affiliated 
organisations. 

Enables people to 
study together and 
form an opinion on 
key social issues, 
based on principles 
of democracy, 
diversity, justice 
and equality 

Maintaining political 
independence 

Developing shared 
values between 
different labour 
organisations 

Escola Nacional 
Florestan 
Fernandes 
 

Brazil Supported by 
the MST 
(Moviment dos 
Trabalhadores 
Rurals Sem 
Terra – Brazil’s 

Generate, plan, 
organize and 
develop political 
and ideological 
training for MST's 
activists and 

Coordinating formal 
and informal courses in 
training centres in 
several states 
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Organisation Country Support / 
Funding 

Purpose Lessons 

(ENFF) Landless 
Workers 
Movement) 

leaders, as well as 
for the working 
class 

European Trade 
Union Institute 
(ETUI) 

EU Funded by the 
European 
Union 

Independent 
research and 
training centre of 
the European 
Trade Union 
Confederation 
(ETUC) 

Building a cross-border 
multi-stakeholder 
European trade union 
identity 

International 
Federation of 
Workers' 
Education 
Associations 
(IFWEA)  

Belgium / 
South 
Africa /  
World 

Supported by 
affiliate 
income and 
hosted by the 
Labour 
Research 
Service (in 
Cape Town) 

Development of 
workers' education 

Customising Courses to 
selected trade 
union, and membership 
organisation leaders 
 

Development of a 
Cross-cutting Online 
curricular, which can 
also be adapted for 
face-to-face workshops, 
for adult and labour 
educations 

ITUC-Africa Togo Mainly affiliate 
Income 

Strengthen trade 
unions in Africa 
and to provide a 
common voice for 
all African workers 
against 
exploitation, etc 

The relationship 
between structure and 
getting the information 
to the right people 

Labour and 
Economic 
Development 
Research 

Zimbabwe Trust To promote 
collaborative 
policy-oriented 
research for the 

Collaboration between 
academics and 
unionists 
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Organisation Country Support / 
Funding 

Purpose Lessons 

Institute of 
Zimbabwe 
(LEDRIZ) 

African labour 
movement on 
common 
challenges 

Use of a Trust structure 
in a Worker Education 
context 

Labour Education 
Research 
Network (LEARN) 

Philippine
s 

NGO – raises 
funding from 
donors 

To raise workers’ 
consciousness of 
their conditions, 
rights and 
capabilities to 
change that 
condition 

Worker services 
spanning public & 
private sector, formal 
and informal businesses 

Propagates an 
alternative socialist 
system; and is guided 
by the basic principles 
of trade union 
solidarity, democracy, 
self-reliance and 
autonomy 

Labour Resource 
and 
Research 
institute 
 

(LARRI) 

Namibia Donor funding Research and 
education aimed 
particularly at 
empowering 
workers and their 
trade unions 

 

Paulo Freire 
Institute 

Americas Donor funding, 
Support from 
UCLA, Lecture 
programmes 

To build networks 
of scholars, 
teachers, activists, 
artists and 
community 
members 
dedicated to social 
justice 

Mobilising communities 

Building better 
citizenship 
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Organisation Country Support / 
Funding 

Purpose Lessons 

United 
Association of 

Labour Education 

USA Affiliate and 
programme 
fees 

Labour education 
to meet the 
changing needs of 
unions and 
workers 

Transformation 
education and union 
leadership 
development 

Workers 
Educational 

Association 
(WEA) 

United 
Kingdom 

Is a national 
charity and is 
supported by 
the 
Government 
funding 

Provide 
educational 
opportunities to 
adults facing social 
and economic 
disadvantage 

Curriculum themes of 
employability, health & 
well-being, community 
engagement and 
culture 

Table 5: Summary of a Sample of International Work Education Programmes 

The review of international Vocational Education has revealed that many systems resonate 

with vocational education in South Africa. Table 6: Summary of Vocational Education 

Systems summarises the programmes reviewed. However, Cuba has presented exceptional 

results in the last 20 years of educational reform. 

Country Bias Type of System Distinctive Features / Lessons 

Croatia NQF A comprehensive NQF that links and 
coordinates different education and 
training subsystems 

Dedicated Agency for adult 
education responsible for 
accrediting non-formal education 
providers 

Portugal RPL Comprehensive national systems for 
validation are in place - national 
system of recognition, validation and 
certification of competences (RVCC) 

Policies and initiatives have been 
‘developed for validation of non-
formal and informal learning 

Denmark RPL Danish Adult Education supports the 
principal of self-governing 

Self-governing institutions, 
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Country Bias Type of System Distinctive Features / Lessons 

institutions,life-long learning without 
the need forformal examinations, and 
a drive towards the recognition of 
prior learning (RPL) and validating this 
prior learning 

Life-long learning without the 
need for formal examinations 

Czech 
Republic 

NQF NQF for lifelong learning Improved access 

Improved readability / 
comprehension 

Linking initial & continued 
education 

Recognising outcomes rather than 
concentrating on the process by 
which they were achieved 

Systematic involvement of all 
stakeholders in vocational 
education 

Support for disadvantaged groups 
with low qualifications 

Future Planned interventions 
include:  

1. Integration of non-formal 
qualifications and 
validation of non-formal 
and informal learning in 
the NQF 

2. Development of 
equivalence qualifications 

Finland NQF NQF based on the European 
Qualifications Framework (EQF) 

Providing wide range of study 
opportunities for adults, 
encouraging continual life-long 



Worker Education Technical Task Team Final Report (2014) 

Page 39 of 61 

Country Bias Type of System Distinctive Features / Lessons 

education 

Cuba The educational system of contemporary Cuba is markedly different from that of the 
pre-revolutionary republic. From the growth in per capita state spending to the 
emphasis on vocational training and socialist consciousness, quantitative and 
qualitative change resulted from policies that altered the purpose and the process 
of education. Since the revolution, Cuba has maintained high standards of 
educational development. Education is a very important issue in Cuba and the 
infrastructure is also very strong. There are some note-worthy reports on successes 
of eradicating illiteracy rates in the last 20 years. 

Table 6: Summary of Vocational Education Systems 

A systematic review of projects that have tried to address the gap between workers and 

management included an ILO/European Union project in the Textile and Clothing Industry in 

Turkey – this education programme included modules in 

 globalisation and the changing nature of productivity,  

 international labour standards, 

 productivity,  

 building trust,  

 collective bargaining,  

 human resource and skills development, 

 gender,  

 health and safety at work at the workplace 

Various worker managed organisations were also explored many of these followed a 

cooperative management model – some with fixed and others with rotational leadership 

principles. 

At this stage it would be important to set clear objectives for any further study informing 

the establishment or organisation of potential worker-management training into a 

comprehensive framework. 



Worker Education Technical Task Team Final Report (2014) 

Page 40 of 61 

5.2.3 Conclusions 

System 

The International Review identified that there was no individual systemic approach to 

worker education which could be adapted to the South African context 

Worker Empowerment  

International Labour Organisations (Table 4: Summary of International Labour Organisations 

Values and Focus) offered insights into 

 Promoting and engaging with government, business and labour 

 International cooperation 

 Prestige adult education 

 Development of shared resources and online (train-the-trainer) libraries 

 

International Worker Education Programmes (Table 5: Summary of a Sample of International 

Work Education Programmes) offered ideas in terms of 

 mobilising communities 

 use of informal and formal training 

 transformational, leadership and social advocacy education 

 evolving structures for worker education institutes 

 

Vocational Programmes 

The structure and organisation of Vocational Programmes is influenced by a bias towards 

developing a comprehensive qualifications framework or the recognition of prior 

knowledge, learning and experience. 

The analysis of the Czech Republic system indicates that they have developed a 

comprehensive programme exploring multiple realities people face throughout their 
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working life. At this stage these programmes show resonance with the South African NQF 

and RPL initiatives.  

 

Worker-Management Education Programmes 

Worker-Management Education Programmes have not been examined in enough detail to 

draw any conclusions and a proposal is being made that this be done under a separate audit 

of programmes at a later stage during implementation. 

 

6 Discussion 

6.1 Limitations of the Research 

The Technical Task Team went through numerous iterations with the Researchers to try and 

improve the quality, articulation and usability of the research; a final report was eventuality 

submitted on the 28 June 2013.  

Limitations of the research include: 

 The limited scope that was covered, e.g. which other countries, and why were 

potential countries with an alternative ideology such as Russia, Cuba, Japan not 

included 

 The depth – in that much of the desktop research concentrated just on collating 

what was available on the home pages of organisations 

 Similarly the detail of prospective systems which showed promise such as the 

Czech Republic (for its various system characteristics such as permeability and 

readability) , Ruskin College (for its approach to encouraging and supporting 

education of adults ) or IFWEA (for the structure and content of its training 

programmes) 

 Even exploring the local system information was collected from electronic sources 

only – no face-to-face interviews were conducted and only one or two telephonic  

enquiries made 

The Researchers felt that their final product was severely limited by both the budget and 

tight timelines as well as the frequent changes made to task team meetings due the lack of 
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availability of the task team members on dates that were set. The researchers also required 

electronic comment from task team members and only a few members commented on an 

on-going basis. The cost of travel for additional meetings were not costed into the initial 

quote supplied to the task team since the researchers did not anticipate more than two 

presentations to be made to the task team. 

 

6.2  Recommended Framework 

Although considerable effort was made in the research report to develop a Worker 

Education Framework the Task Team decided not to accept the framework proposed by the 

researchers. The multi-dimensional analysis and abstract nature of the recommended 

framework made it very difficult to understand and read. The concept of the matrix was not 

clear and poorly explained by the researchers. 

 

7 Task Team Debate 

7.1 Who is a Worker? 

The research and Technical Task Team discussions highlighted that the multifaceted, multi-

dimensional nature of a worker as a person, a citizen, an employee, a labourer, part of a 

family and a community and so many other roles made it difficult to agree on a single 

working definition of who a worker was. 

This in turn meant that the perspective taken led to a bias towards defining worker 

education as concerned with: 

The political education, their empowerment as an individual citizen of South Africa 

and the recognition and collective empowerment of working class people, or 

The vocational education, where the emphasis is on improving productivity, and 

improving the proficiency of the worker in the workplace 

If all aspects are to be considered in the worker education framework it was important to 

understand that worker education needed to encompass: 

 Work – workers as agents of production 
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 Life – meeting social and economic challenges of day-to-day life but also building a 

better society and empowering themselves 

 Leadership Development – addressing social imbalances and ensuring better 

representation and fairer work practices but also bridging the gap between 

managers and workers 

In this discussion the Task Team agreed that workers were both citizens and producers 

defining a worker as: 

 

An alternative articulation encompassing both perspectives is: 

 

Figure 6: Definition of a Worker revised after the  
Technical Working Group on 30 January 2014 

Similarly conventional system definitions already encompassed the support organisations 

and trainers (etc.) that were involved in vocational training and even to some extent 

worker-management education. The group that really needed further definition in that they 

represented a critical social upliftment and empowerment of ordinary people – was the 

Worker Education Institutes, as such the Worker Education Task Team defined these as: 

Worker: 

a person who has, or has the potential of acquiring, specific and general 

knowledge, skills, experiences and insights which can be used in a productive 

manner for the greater good of the country, and who then offers his/her 

services in the labour market for equitable use and compensation 

 Figure 5: Worker Education Technical Task Team 
definition of a Worker 

Worker: 

someone who sells (aspires to sell) their labour power & does 

not own the means of production 
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Figure 7: Definition of a Worker Education Institute 

It is important to note that Worker Education Institutes need to be able to address the lack 

of political & social empowerment education formally. 

Gaining agreement on these definitions was an important milestone for the Technical Task 

Team as it enabled a more constructive approach into the framework for Worker Education. 

 

7.2 Lessons Learnt from the Technical Task Team 

In the discussions and from the research so far it is clear the Worker Education as a 

transformative and uplifting area of education presents a great deal of opportunity for 

South Africa to deepen its democratic processes and reach the people who need education 

the most. 

Figure 8: SWOT Analysis of the Worker Education System in South Africa, some of the key 

opportunities and threats are identified. Particularly we would like to highlight: 

Strengths 

 The fact that workers rights and the life-long right to education are enshrined 

in the constitution of South Africa and endorsed and supported by the NSDS 

III is an incredible advantage. Further focussed policy would potentially help 

political worker education receive more direct attention. In this sector 

particularly it is important to support the development of a sense of 

belonging – as true citizens of South Africa -and curatorship / stewardship of 

the fundamental principles of our democracy. 

 The strength of our Union federations and their endorsement for worker 

education also helps raise the profile and adoption of initiative going 

forward. 

Worker Education Institutes: 

Well resourced (having the necessary human capital and 

infrastructure) implementers that have the capacity to deliver 

political education and social empowerment programmes  
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 The tripartite nature in which our legislation is passed through a consultative 

process within NEDLAC and Labour being an active social partner already 

means that principles of citizenship, and participation are demonstrated in 

the current workings 

 

 

Weaknesses 

 Fragmentation of the training provision, the large number of diverse 

organisations in this arena together with their differing agendas means that 

achieving a standardised comprehensive framework for Worker Education 

may be difficult especially in the absence of registered qualifications on the 

National Qualifications Framework (NQF). 

Figure 8: SWOT Analysis of the Worker Education System in South Africa 
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 The focussed nature and narrowness in scope of most interventions may be a 

limiting factor, although this could be overcome by creating proper 

developmental paths linking programmes between multiple providers. 

 The current emphasis on productivity and the subsequent emphasis on 

vocational education in addition to a greater drive towards formalisation of 

education has weakened the worker education programmes – neglecting its 

multi-disciplinary nature. 

 Opportunities 

 The lack of a single, unified International Model allows South Africa to think 

critically about how it wants to strengthen its democracy and create a more 

engaged / empowered citizen going forward. Blending ideological and other 

perspectives means we have the opportunity to develop a complete and 

balanced Worker Education Framework going forward. 

 The track record of Worker Education Institutes developing strong leaders 

who are able to keep their communities interests at heart bodes well to 

continued development of leadership that is prepared to address inequality. 

 Linking opportunities for self education, through virtual education portals, a 

strong assessment of prior learning programme and the introduction of 

career pathing to include careers of service and advocacy result in an 

opportunity for individuals to take ownership of their own development 

paths. 

Threats 

 A key threat to the robustness and adoption of the Worker Education 

Framework lies in gaining the trust and participation from all key 

stakeholders. Ensuring that their viewpoints are heard and incorporated but 

also not diminishing the importance of other perspectives and streams. This 

in some cases will challenge key stakeholders to suspend their ideological 

views. 

 Educational Institutions will also need to challenge their own identities and 

roles if we are to move beyond the provision of political and joint worker-

management education that adapts to a more fluid, inclusive and transparent 

society. 

 Historical biases, and the rapid evolution of the modern economy threaten to 

increase the inequality – in South Africa particularly it is important not to 

make the assumptions that everybody understands the question of inequality 

and shares a common understanding, its root causes, and  how it should be 

addressed. 
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In terms of the workings of the Technical Task Team these highlight some key learnings: 

 It is important to get the buy-in of those already engaged in this arena and 

gain their cooperation – players who would challenge the dominant discourse 

offer valuable insights and need to feel heard and understand the outcome 

towards which such a programme would be formalised. 

 The lack of a comprehensive, holistic International model does not mean that 

there is not international learning that can be adopted. 

 Readability, comprehension and an understanding for the framework are just 

as valuable as its completeness or accuracy – this heavily influences its 

adoption. 

 Although many policies impact education for working class people there is 

none which embraces it in its holistic nature (all three pillars). 

 Specifically, there is a need to encourage more people to join the debate – 

even if it is within the confines of their business or institution. This can be 

approached through and advocacy campaign as part of the proposed 

implementation plan. 

 

7.3 RPL 

The Task Team identified a critical key for supporting the necessary diversity in approach 

and content to create a vibrant worker education system as RPL (recognition of prior 

learning).  International programmes supporting RPL also showed greater adaptation to the 

actual needs of the workers in terms of accessibility and affordability of programmes. 

It is incredibly important to discuss this specifically. Building the understanding with 

stakeholders, the flexibility that RPL offers to its programmes and the inclusive nature it 

creates within the system must be further interrogated. Specifically RPL and Credit 

Accumulation and Transfer need to address: 

 Providing access to all workers who have prior knowledge – access to further 

education and access to better job opportunities 

 Integrating such prior knowledge and credits into the education programme, 

and giving it value – eliminating the discrimination against prior learning 

qualifications 

 Using prior knowledge as a means to developing alternate knowledge 

production 
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 Using prior knowledge to find innovative solutions to challenges – such as the 

use of drama, music and poetry as a learning medium and process 

 Ensuring credit transfer takes place for career pathways 

 Providing workers with a sense of self-respect and self-worth – not walking 

past them but acknowledging that they and what they do is important 

 

8 Worker Education and Training Framework 

In the debate to establish an intelligible, readable and supportive worker education 

framework the Task Team agreed on the following Vision and Mission.  

 

8.1 Vision 

The Task Team supported the view that holistic, rounded worker education could result in a 

society where the individual could feel supported and have a strong belief that they could 

determine their own future. That compromises could be made for a time without feeling 

trapped in a particular life choice. In addition supporting a mixture of education and 

awareness building more humane work environments and practices could be encouraged 

and created. 

 

8.2 Mission 

The Task Team recognised that part of the richness of worker education in the past, and 

present is a flexibility to support both formal and informal learning contexts. Some of the 

most successful programmes are driven by passion for social justice and not necessarily by a 

completeness of curriculum 

Figure 9: Worker Education Framework Vision 

Capable and skilled workers in a just society free of 

poverty, inequality and unemployment 



Worker Education Technical Task Team Final Report (2014) 

Page 49 of 61 

To accommodate an ongoing vibrancy in the sector without sacrificing on the effectiveness 

of education for this reason the framework will support accredited and non-accredited 

programmes in addition to creating a rich RPL assessment platform and encouraging 

coordination and migration between programmes. 

 

8.3 Worker Education Organising Framework 

The Worker Education Framework extends the original three pillars, originally proposed in 

the terms of reference, to offer greater definition to each of the pillars. For each the focus 

and initial actors have been identified. In that these are organisations that already carry the 

mandate for advocacy, training and development in their sector.  

The most developed of the three pillars in terms of legislation, programme development, 

formalisation and ongoing monitoring is Pillar 2: Vocational Education, in this respect the 

Task Team wants to confine the activities and drives in this pillar to: 

 Sensitising the SETAs to the need for worker initiated training, and 

 Career pathing as a mechanism for helping workers empower themselves 

 Recognition of prior learning to build workers’ self-esteem and challenge 

preconceptions about their proficiency 

 Exploring the synergies between the South African and the Czech Republic NQF 

system. We suspect that there is significant value in exploring this further but 

would first want to confirm that no other Government Department or Agency 

have benchmarked the systems against each another 

Figure 10: Worker Education Framework Mission 

To develop relevant and integrated knowledge, 

skills and attributes of workers through high 

quality accredited and non-accredited worker 

education 
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 Pillar 1: 
Worker Empowerment 
and Political Education 

Pillar 2: 
Vocational Education 

Pillar 3: 
Joint Worker-
management 
Education 

Focus Social empowerment 
and holistic worker 
welfare (work-life 
balance) 

Productivity, 
proficiency and 
competence in the 
work place 

Closing the gap 
between managers 
and workers 
promoting fairer, 
more humane 
practices and better 
negotiations 

Desired Outcome Stronger more 
competent labour 
movement 

Greater community 
solidarity 

Improved citizenship 

Workplace education 
that improves 
employability, career 
progression and more 
effective work practice  

Compliance with 
labour regulations 

More informed 
negotiating practice 

Greater inclusion in 
decision making 
processes 

Key Actors Worker Education 
Monitoring & Audit 
Committee 

Worker Education in 
the workplace forms 
part of the 
responsibility of the 
SETAs 

Labour Sector Service 
providers and 
specialists 

Informed By Worker Education 
Strategy and Organising 
Framework 

NSDS III Labour regulations 

Gap No Audit Committee 
exists 

Strategy and Organising 
Framework needs to be 

Lack of coordination 
between the various 
actors affecting 
workers or potential 
workers such as FETs 
and, SETAs. 

Limited neutral 
advisory channels 
available to the 
individual worker 

Limited funding for 
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 Pillar 1: 
Worker Empowerment 
and Political Education 

Pillar 2: 
Vocational Education 

Pillar 3: 
Joint Worker-
management 
Education 

populated workers in this area 

Recommended 
Actions 

Establishing the 
Monitoring and 
Evaluation Committee 

Creating a Worker 
Education Strategy 

Leverage the LRS / 
IFWEA association 

Collaboration with 
other task teams to 
ensure worker 
education objectives 
are also incorporated 
into their strategies & 
recommendations 

Ensure inclusion of RPL 
& CAT practices 

Look providing access 
to career development 
services to workers 

Extend industrial 
relations training to 
include social 

cultural sensitivity 

Explore alternative 
negotiating / HR 
management 
practices 

Find additional 
sources of funding 

Table 7: Summary of the Proposed Worker Education Framework 

Pillar 1: Political Education holds the most potential in terms of helping workers achieve a 

better work life balance and address other issues of social inequality. In this respect the Task 

Team would recommend that: 

 A Monitoring and Evaluation Committee be established to assess the detail of the 

current projects / initiatives run by Worker Education Institutes 

 The Committee add more detail to the Worker Education Framework by organising 

programmes and materials into a Qualifications Matrix. To add structure to the 

matrix and  explore additional topics the Committee should leverage the relationship 

between the LRS and IFWEA to gain access to the online curricula and their structure 

 Create a Worker Education Strategy that there can be a balance of emphasis 

between Worker Education for empowerment and citizenship and education for 

productivity 
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 Finally, Pillar 3: Worker-Management Education should not be underestimated to address 

the separation in world views between managers / owners and the workers. Although 

initially, activities may be confined to simply cataloguing and organising existing initiatives - 

the Task Team recognises that this pillar holds the key to closing the social divide through 

process of: 

 Cultural sensitisation 

 Exploring alternative negotiation / bargaining practices 

 Broadening mutual understanding through e.g. job shadowing on the shop floor (and 

within management offices) to create a more tangible shared experience 

Further studies / case studies in cooperative management and worker-management 

initiatives from the ILO could offer the detail of the skills and competencies to be addressed 

in this pillar. 

8.4 Implementation 

To establish a comprehensive operational worker education framework three phases are 

anticipated, aimed at driving broad scale adoption of worker education: 

1. Design and planning: activity concentrated on raising awareness and advocacy for 

Worker Education – aimed at securing the necessary buy-in and participation 

2. Development building: activity concentrated in developing processes, materials and 

people who can run with the programmes 

3. Delivery: integrating the processes and programmes into the broader skills 

development landscape and monitoring and evaluating the ongoing execution of 

worker education 

8.4.1 Design and Planning Phase 

The initial research indicated that there was considerable activity happening in South Africa 

particularly around Pillar 1 – Worker Empowerment. The changing political landscape and 

the emphasis on formalisation may have destroyed some of the focus, creativity and 

richness of worker education programmes. 

To re-energise work in this area the task team recommends the establishment of a 

Monitoring and Evaluation Committee to run for 5 years (2014-2019). 
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The functions of the committee will be to: 

 Design & Implement Worker Education Strategic Plan 

 Design & Implement the National Worker Education Programme 

 Provide on-going Monitoring & Evaluation reports of its activities to the HRDC 

To ensure ongoing adoption and a broader acceptance of the value / benefit of Worker 

Education it will be important that the committee is adequately enabled for meaningful 

advocacy. 

A first requirement will be ensuring a proper compliment of committee members, the Task 

Team recommends: 

 Union Representation (According to NEDLAC participation ratio) 

 Representatives from labour education institutions 

 Representatives from labour service organisation 

 Representation from community structures 

 SAQA Representation (as an apex for multiple Education role players and as they 

themselves often champion initiatives improving skills development in their 

teething phases) 

 DHET Representation 

 Business Representation – especially as we would like to see greater adoption of 

worker education into the mainstream business practices 

The second requirement will be developing the optimal programme of projects, by the the 

following proposed interventions: 

A. The committee should conduct an audit establishing, organising and reviewing the 

detail of the programmes currently delivered by trade unions, worker education 

organisations and labour service organisations. 

B. Conducting a needs assessment, establishing specific issues / scenarios which worker 

education could provide benefit. Contrasting the requirements of programmes that 

would realise these benefits to the ones being delivered currently (from the audit) 
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C. Populating the Worker Education Framework and associated Qualifications 

Framework by analysing the detail of programmes building the different pillars of 

Worker Education (e.g. IFWEA)  

D. Building momentum and awareness around Worker Education: engaging with SETAs 

and other Government Agencies to raise the profile of Worker Education and explore 

how they could support worker education in a permanent fashion. Engaging in a 

broader forum around worker education  

E. Developing a Worker Education Strategy to create the space for a mandate that 

worker education, citizenship education become part of the training mix for all South 

African organisations  It is important to remember worker education is neither sector 

specific, nor is there an existing SETA for worker education able to develop a worker 

education sector skills plan as per the requirements of the NSDS III 

8.4.2 Development Phase 

During the development phase focus shifts to ensure that there are adequate capacity and 

proper delivery channels for worker education programmes.  

The functions of the committee change to: 

 Identifying gaps in worker education provision and explore how such gaps would be 

filled 

 Moving towards integration of worker education into the broader education and 

provision discourse  

 Recognising & accrediting worker education organisations and programmes where 

relevant 

 Identifying and recording the various worker education provisions, courses and 

programmes to enable workers to choose the most appropriate one. 

 Developing a monitoring and evaluation system for Worker Education 

The suggested programme of projects would be: 

A. Creating a network model for various development paths addressing, amongst 

others: 

a. Citizenship: Rights & responsibilities 
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b. Negotiation and communication 

c. Work-Life balance 

d. Career planning 

B. Running Capacity Building projects, including Train the Trainer, Demand-driven Skills 

Planning 

C. Identifying key partnerships that can guide and assist in Pilot Projects. Initiate the 

first pilot project 

D. Create/sourcing the appropriate training programmes, assessment processes 

(including RPL processes) and quality assurance processes 

E. Create reporting processes and coordination process that integrate Worker 

Education into the exiting HR training and skills development reporting practices 

8.4.3 Delivery Phase 

For the final phase of implementation the focus of the committee will shift to:  

 Identifying, supporting and developing long-term partnership networks: Local, 

National, Regional and International for continued improvement of Worker 

Education programmes, processes and practices 

 Liaise with QCTO and SAQA to establish and cement the proper accreditation of 

Worker Education Institutions and other providers who participated in the pilots 

 Review the pilot projects  compile and share lessons learnt 

 Monitor and evaluate delivery of Worker Education programmes 

 Submit reports and recommendations as to long-term processes to HRDC 

 

8.4.4 Benefit of Structured Worker Education System 

 The Task Team is convinced that a strong worker education system will bring the benefits of 

education to ordinary people, by implementing a holistic system: 

 The worker education objectives of the NSDS III will be met 
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 South Africa finally be able to cement its role of championing worker development in 

a way that enables individuals and groups to take ownership of their own futures 

after years of being known for worker exploitation 

 The cross-cutting nature of Worker Education will provide the connection and 

articulation in an otherwise fragmented skills development landscape 

 Establishing formal recognition and trusted assessment processes will help challenge 

prevailing stereotypes about workers (or the working class) and also establish a 

system of merit building self-worth, access and mobility for the individual worker 

8.4.5 Funding 

The Technical Task Team has identified the following potential sources of funding: 

 The National Skills Fund: allocated to resource the worker education framework and 

core funding of Worker Education institutions 

 DHET: Worker Education has been identified as a priority of the Director General of 

the Department of Higher Education and Training for the current financial year 

 Department of Labour: there must be continuity of current trade union education 

and training and access to funding must continue to be available e.g. the 

Strengthening Civil Society Fund –  currently funded by the Department of Labour 

Other than finding way of supporting capacity building within providers and Worker 

Education Institutes the Task Team would prefer Worker Education to be integrated into 

mainstream development processes and therefore see projects funded through existing 

funding channels including the SETA skills development funds. 

8.4.6 Budget 

The anticipated running costs for the Development Phase are shown below: 

Activities No of 
meetings 
per annum 

Cost  
per 
meeting 

Total cost  
per annum 
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Meetings 
 

6 R 86 295.00 R 517 770.00 

Workshops  
(2 days) 

22 days  R 277 276.00 

Project 
Management 
per annum 
 

  R 318 018.40 
 

Research: 
Worker 
education 
programmes 
Needs 
Assessment 

  R 300 000.00 

TOTAL COSTS   R 1 413 064.40 

Table 8:Budget for the Committee Functions during the Development Phase 

 

In addition the Task Team thinks an allocation should be made for projects 

  

Project Description Total cost  
per annum 

Programme Audit 
 

Auditing all existing trade union and 
worker education programmes 
(R25 000 x 80 programmes) 

R2 000 000.00 
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Needs Assessment  Complete a GAP analysis between 
what is provided, what could be 
provided and what is needed 

R 250 000.00 

Populating / Detailing 
the Worker Education 
Framework 

Creating a network model for the 
worker education framework and 
detailing existing qualifications 

R 500 000.00 
 

Advocacy Workshops or 
Conference for Worker 
Education 

Create a campaign to build advocacy 
for Worker Education including online 
campaign, conferences and 
workshops 

R2 300 000.00 

Worker Education 
Strategy 

Compile a Worker Education Strategy 
document based on the information 
collected in the previous projects 

R 1 500 000.00 

Programme 
Management 

Coordinating and ensuring delivery on 
the projects  

R  450 000.00 

TOTAL COSTS  R 7 000 000.00 

Table 9: Worker Education Programme of Projects for Developmental Phase 

 

9 Conclusion 

The Task Team has made considerable progress in the last months to get to a point where 
they are now able to submit this report.  

In that process we are pleased to report that we have been able to consult with the large 
Union Federations, get input and refinements from the Worker Education Institutes. We 
hope to build on the momentum, buy-in and good will generated after an initial rocky start 
to populate the Worker Education Framework soon. 

We have presented our research findings and recommendations to the Technical Working 
Group (TWG) in preparation for the HED Council and the following questions of clarity were 
raised: 
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1. Is this Worker Education for all workers or trade union education or both? 

2. How will every worker, both employed and unemployed get training. The scope is 
too wide. 

3. How will workers in the workplace get access if they do not get time off for training. 

 

The WE TTT believes that the WE framework needs to be viewed holistically and adopted as 
a policy for implementation by all SETAs. That it is the adoption of the Framework with the 
three pillars as identified and described must be approved and adopted in order to achieve 
the integration that is envisaged. 

Hence there is no specific programme or target audience until the audit is complete and this 
information is made available. The costs of such an audit forms part of the funding 
requirements presented to the TWG for council approval. Once an audit is complete each 
sector will allocate funding for the training through the SETAs, where the current focus is 
largely towards technical and vocational training, SETAs must include funding for political 
and citizenship/ empowerment education, training and capacity building. The audit will also 
assist in devising and implementation plan for the roll out of key programmes to specific 
target audiences.  

Finally, in response to the third question raised, the task team is of the view that employers 
generally release employees for training especially if such workshops have become the 
priority of each SETA. It will become imperative that the WE committee monitor and 
evaluate the adoption of the WE Framework. 

In closing our general recommendations are to 

 Work at integrating worker education to mainstream HRD practices in South 

Africa to develop and support ordinary South Africans in their road to becoming 

committed Citizens 

 Build on what is already being done by progressing with an audit we can limit re-

inventing the wheel at the same time we can work on helping others by sharing 

best practices 

 Creating a populated and coordinated framework which can be read and 

understood not only by skills development practitioners but even ordinary South 

Africans – we hope that this start will be built into a roadmap individuals can 

follow to empower themselves 

We look forward to a Monitoring and Evaluation Committee being established soon and 

that the programme of projects leads to swift progress. We are hopeful that our specific 

recommendations listed below are approved by the HRDC: 
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1. Approve the proposed framework for Worker Education. 

2. Mandate for a funding model to be developed by the DHET. 

3. The establishment of a Worker Education Committee for one year with the task of 

monitoring the implementation of policy, the funding model, undertaking research 

and making further recommendations 

4. Budget of R 8 413 064.40 for one year with a view to establishing the committee for 

a five year period. 
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