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Introduction (1)

It’s about the economy, stupid! (James Carville, 1992);

The eternal debate about whether education should be in 

service of the economy, or not…

 … ‘daily, in news and popular media, educationists hear 

that the graduates of our colleges, universities and 

institutes are “under- and ill-prepared” for the demands of 

modern workplaces. Indeed, employers go so far to say 

that our graduates are “un-employable”.

Education for its own sake, or education for work?

WBL – at the intersection of education and work

 ‘the theme of work’ – the central organising principle for 

learning (Lock, Dewey, Rousseau)



Introduction (2)

So what?

 WBL is seen to be the solution to all our problems (the same 

expectations that we had on the NQF, RPL, Skills Development, and 

now WBL)

 However, epistemological differences in policy and regulation, and 

in the intended outcomes, could derail our sincere intentions

Are our young people un-employable or employable?

Is it about employment, or employability?

 Employment: ‘an agreement between an employer and employee that the 

employee will provide certain services on the job’;

 Employability: ‘a synergistic combination of personal qualities, skills of 

various kinds and subject understanding…real focus is on developing critical, 

reflective abilities... employment is a by-product of this process’ 

What problems are we trying to solve?

 Enhancing learning? Creating employment?

What is currently being done?



What are (some of) the current practices?

Practice Purpose Employment/

employability

Apprenticeship To achieve a trade qualification Both

Learnership To achieve a registered SETA qualification

Both

Internship To achieve the NATED ‘N’-Diploma offered 

by TVET colleges

Employability

Student Internship 

Category A

To achieve a vocational qualification, e.g. 

National Diploma, Diploma, Higher 

Certificate

Employability

Student Internship 

Category B

To achieve a professional qualification, e.g. 

Nursing, Teaching, Social Work

Both

Candidacy To achieve a professional designation Both

Graduate internship To gain work experience and improve 

employability, e.g. 

Employability

Others? To integrate theory and practice in keeping 

with the purpose of the programme; to 

enhance learning

Employability



What are the implications of current practices?

Do we educate for employment?

 Is it about a response to what the economy needs?

 What if the economy is unable to absorb new entrants?

 Short-term solutions to deal with social problems?

Or, do we educate to enhance employability?

 Is it about a response to the Industrial Revolution 4.0?

 Long-term solutions pre-empting social problems?

 How could WBL be leveraged?



Legislative and policy environment – epistemological differences
Non-education and training policies Issues addressed: workplace-based learning for economic 

and social reasons (what is missing?)

The National Development Plan Work experience/Placement/Job creation/Growth of the 

economy/Social protection

The New Growth Path Joblessness/Labour absorption/Large-scale employment 

creation/Decent work/Growth of the economy

National Skills Accord Citizenry for economy/Placement/NEET employment

Youth Employment Accord Social problems/transition to work/employment/NEET

National Integrated Human Resources Development Plan TVET colleges/Skills needs/Work experience

Industrial Policy Action Plan Demand-supply mismatch/Re-industrialisation/Skills

Strategic Implementation Projects Learning bridges to (infrastructure) employment

Draft National Youth Policy 2014 – 2019 ‘Economic marginalisation’/job-scarcity/social

exclusion/employment

Turning the Public Sector into a Training Space Work-based learning opportunities/employment

The Public Service Human Resource Development Strategic 

Framework

Workplace as a laboratory for applying theory/supply –

public service employment

Education and training legislation and policies Issues addressed: skills, placement, experience, learning

(what is emerging?)

The National Qualifications Framework Act Governance/Workplace-based learning implied

The Higher Education and Training Act Governance/Workplace-based learning implied

The Further Education and Training Act Governance/Skills development/Access to workplaces

The Skills Development Act Workplace as an active learning environment for 

different types of placement/work experience/funding

The National Skills Development Strategy III Integration of theory and practice/transitions/work

readiness/workplace-based learning

SETA Workplace-based Learning Programme Agreements 

Regulations

Management of work-based learning programme/work 

exposure/ employability

The White Paper on Post-school Education and Training Educational and economic rationale for WBL/linking 

education and the workplace



What are the implications of the epistemological 
differences?

So what?

 Policy instruments seem aligned

 Intended outcomes are very different

 Whose job is it anyway?
•(Youth) unemployment; NEET; poverty alleviation; inequality; 

economic growth

Education is a soft target

TVET is an ever greater soft target

Choose an appropriate focus…

The educational value of WBL for the purposes of 

learning, not employment, i.e. employability



New conceptual frameworks for WBL

How do we respond to learners’ and employers’ 

needs?

 Enculturation – ‘learning how we do things here’;

 Building competence – ‘learning to achieve the occupational 

standard’;

 Improving practice, innovation and renewal – ‘learning to 

contribute to the organisation’;

 Fitting in – ‘learning about the ethics, professional practice and 

social context of workplaces’;

 Understanding the field – ‘learning about the professional 

and/or occupational field’ for career development;

 Shaping an identity – ‘learning about the identity of the 

vocation/profession’, and coming to identify with it.



A curriculum ‘which faces both ways' 

Curricula that:

 Focus on aims, goals and objectives of the 

programme;

 Use subject matter to enhance cognitive skills;

 Improve students’ experience; 

 Use appropriate instructional strategies (pedagogy);

 Evaluate learning

For TVET programmes?

Continuum of Learning

Primarily 
theory

Primarily
praxis



Conclusion

It is about employability, silly! (Blom, 2017) 

It is about preparing young people for a future workplace that 

does not yet exist (Industrial Revolution 4.0)

Employers do not complain about the mastery of content, 

they complain about the ‘..tude’ (Millennials, Generation Z)

It is about building a curriculum that encompasses abilities to:

 Practice theoretical learning

 Practice working (and becoming work-ready)

Workplace-based learning is about LEARNING

This is within the locus of control (and expertise) of education

This is a curriculum for the future!
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ronel@davinci.ac.za


