
Powell, Lesley and McGrath, Simon (2014) Advancing 
life projects: South African students explain why they 
come to FET colleges. Journal of International and 
Comparative Education, 3 (2). pp. 213-226. ISSN 2289-
2567 

Access from the University of Nottingham repository: 
http://eprints.nottingham.ac.uk/32262/1/JICE%20020514%20SM.pdf

Copyright and reuse: 

The Nottingham ePrints service makes this work by researchers of the University of 
Nottingham available open access under the following conditions.

· Copyright and all moral rights to the version of the paper presented here belong to 

the individual author(s) and/or other copyright owners.

· To the extent reasonable and practicable the material made available in Nottingham 

ePrints has been checked for eligibility before being made available.

· Copies of full items can be used for personal research or study, educational, or not-

for-profit purposes without prior permission or charge provided that the authors, title 
and full bibliographic details are credited, a hyperlink and/or URL is given for the 
original metadata page and the content is not changed in any way.

· Quotations or similar reproductions must be sufficiently acknowledged.

Please see our full end user licence at: 
http://eprints.nottingham.ac.uk/end_user_agreement.pdf 

A note on versions: 

The version presented here may differ from the published version or from the version of 
record. If you wish to cite this item you are advised to consult the publisher’s version. Please 
see the repository url above for details on accessing the published version and note that 
access may require a subscription.

For more information, please contact eprints@nottingham.ac.uk

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by Nottingham ePrints

https://core.ac.uk/display/33576071?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
http://eprints.nottingham.ac.uk/Etheses%20end%20user%20agreement.pdf
mailto:eprints@nottingham.ac.uk


ADVANCING LIFE PROJECTS: SOUTH AFRICAN STUDENTS EXPLAIN WHY THEY COME TO FET 

COLLEGES 

 

 

Lesley Powell 

School of Education, University of Nottingham 

 

and 

 

Simon McGrath 

School of Education, University of Nottingham 

 

 

Corresponding Author: Lesley Powell 

School of Education, C8, The Dearing Building, The University of Nottingham, Jubilee Campus, 

Wollaton Road, Nottingham, NG8 1BB. Email: ttzlp@nottingham.ac.uk.  

 

Biographical notes 

Lesley Powell is a research associate in the School of Education, University of Nottingham. 

Previously, she worked as a policy researcher in South Africa on the Further Education and Training 

and Higher Education.  She researches on the human development and Vocational Education and 

Training.  

Simon McGrath is Professor of International Education and Development in the Centre for 

International Education, University of Nottingham and Visiting Professor at the University of 

KwaZulu-Natal. Previously he was Director of the Human Resources Development Research 

Programme of the South African Human Sciences Research Council and remains a research associate 

of the HSRC. He has published on a number of aspects of education - economy links, including 

vocational education and training systems in Africa, the skills development processes of micro and 

small enterprises, and the role of aid in shaping education. He advises a number of government 

departments (most notably in South Africa) and international agencies. 



Advancing life projects: South African students explain why they come 

to FET colleges 

 

Abstract:  

VET policy in South Africa is based on a set of assumptions regarding the identity of learners and why 

learners are in public further education and training (FET) colleges. These assumptions reflect an 

international orthodoxy about the centrality of employability that is located within what Giddens 

;ϭϵϵϰͿ ŚĂƐ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ĂƐ ͞ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝǀŝƐŵ͕͟ Ă ǀŝĞǁ ƚŚĂƚ ƌĞĚƵĐĞƐ ƚŚĞ ůŝĨĞǁŽƌůĚ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ ƐƉŚĞƌĞ͘ 

Through exploring the stories of a group of South African public FET college learners regarding their 

reasons for choosing FET colleges, this paper shows that VET is valued by these students for a range 

of reasons. These include preparation for the world of work, but also a desire to improve their ability 

to contribute to their communities and their families; raise their self-esteem; and expand their 

future life possibilities. Thus, the paper advances the largely hitherto theoretical critique of 

productivist VET accounts by offering empirical evidence of counter-narratives. 

Keywords: Vocational Education and Training, South Africa, Further Education and Training colleges, 

employability  

1. Introduction 

The last decade has seen Vocational Education and Training (VET) moving to the centre of policies 

that aim to reduce unemployment and support social and economic development goals. As 

researchers and policy actors, we welcome this heightened interest in VET. However, we are also 

concerned that this new wave of interest in and optimism regarding VET is underpinned by a flawed 

theoretical understanding of VET͛Ɛ ƉƵƌƉŽƐĞ ĂŶĚ ǀĂůƵĞ͕ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇ ŝŶ ĚĞǀĞůŽƉŝŶŐ ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚƐ͘ AŶĚĞƌƐŽŶ 

(2003 and 2009) describes the shared paradigm that dominates VET policy and practice 

ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůůǇ ĂƐ ͚ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝǀŝƐŵ͕͛ ďƵŝůĚŝŶŐ ŽŶ GŝĚĚĞŶƐ͛ ;ϭϵϵϰͿ ĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ ƚŚŝƐ ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚ͘ 

Anderson arŐƵĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚŝƐ ƉĂƌĂĚŝŐŵ ŝƐ ďƵŝůƚ ŽŶ ƚǁŽ ŝŶƚĞƌƌĞůĂƚĞĚ ĂƐƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶƐ͘ FŝƌƐƚ͕ ƚŚĂƚ ͞ƚƌĂŝŶŝŶŐ 

leads to productivity, [which] leads to economic growth (training-for-ŐƌŽǁƚŚͿ͟ ĂŶĚ ƐĞĐŽŶĚ͕ ƚŚĂƚ 

͞ƐŬŝůůƐ ůĞĂĚ ƚŽ ĞŵƉůŽǇĂďŝůŝƚǇ ΀ǁŚŝĐŚ΁ ůĞĂĚ ƚŽ ũŽďƐ ;ƐŬŝůůƐ-for-ǁŽƌŬͿ͟ ĂŶd thereby reduces poverty and 

unemployment (McGrath, 2012b, 624). Both these assumptions are challenged by a growing body of 

literature that highlights the problems with these accounts for human well-being (McGrath, 2012b; 

Powell, 2012). Indeed, this is a ŵĂũŽƌ ƚŚƌƵƐƚ ŽĨ UNE“CO͛Ɛ WŽƌůĚ TVET ‘ĞƉŽƌƚ ;UNE“CO͕ ϮϬϭϯͿ͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ 

calls for a transformative approach to VET, that builds on but goes far beyond economic rationales. 



Despite this, South African Further Education and Training (FET) college legislation, in line with VET 

policies internationally, is littered with the language of productivism, with the FET Green Paper 

containing the word employment 26 times, whilst the word human potential or anything similar in 

meaning is mentioned briefly and only once in the ŝŶƚƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶ͘ TĞƌŵƐ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ͞ƉƌĞƉĂƌ΀ŝŶŐ΁ ůĞĂƌŶĞƌƐ 

ĂĚĞƋƵĂƚĞůǇ ͙ ĨŽƌ ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝǀĞ ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ͟ ;DŽE͕ ϭϵϵϴͿ ĂŶĚ ĞŶƐƵƌŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ ĐŽůůĞŐĞ ůĞĂƌŶĞƌƐ ͞ĂƌĞ 

ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ƐŬŝůůƐ ƚŚĞǇ ŶĞĞĚ ƚŽ ďĞ ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝǀĞ͟ ;DHET͕ ϮϬϭϮͿ ĂďŽƵŶĚ ŝŶ ŬĞǇ ƉŽůŝĐǇ ƚĞǆƚƐ͘  

As in other middle income countries, the South African policy narrative for FET colleges, located at 

the crossroads between school and the world of work, is that they are to fuel economic 

development through providing the intermediate to higher level skills needs of industry.  The Green 

Paper on Further Education and Training 1998 provided the central purpose of FET colleges as 

͞ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚ΀ŝŶŐ΁ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĞŶǀŝƐĂŐĞĚ ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ ŐƌŽǁƚŚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ͟ ;ϭϵϵϴ͕ 2). More recently, the 2012 

Green Paper for Post School Education and Training, talked of expanding participation in order that 

͞ƚŚŽƐĞ ĞŶƚĞƌŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ůĂďŽƵƌ ŵĂƌŬĞƚ ĂƌĞ ƋƵĂůŝĨŝĞĚ ĂŶĚ ĐŽŵƉĞƚĞŶƚ ƚŽ ƚĂŬĞ ƵƉ ƚŚĞ ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ ĂŶĚ 

income generating opportunities that exist and that will exist as the economy grows and changes in 

ƚŚĞ ĨƵƚƵƌĞ͟ ;DHET͕ ϮϬϭϭ, viii). While this was softened in later pages by the ƌĞĐŽŐŶŝƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ͞ŽƚŚĞƌ 

ĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚĂů ĂŶĚ ƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵĂƚŝǀĞ ŐŽĂůƐ͕͟ ƚŚĞ overall emphasis of South African FET policy is on 

preparing learners for employability by developing an education and training system that is 

responsive to ͞ƚŚĞ  ŶĞĞĚƐ ŽĨ ďŽƚŚ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ ĂŶĚ ůĞĂƌŶĞƌƐ ŝŶ Ă ĨĂƐƚ-changing economic and industrial 

ĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚ͟ ;DHET͕ ϮϬϭϮ, 7).  

Simultaneously, the FET colleges are to address increasing levels of unemployment, particularly 

youth unemployment, and growing poverty by expanding access to relevant and high quality 

education and training that prepares learners for employability. This leads to a focus on expanding 

participation in public FET colleges, from the current 300 000 to 1,4m learners by 2014 and 4m by 

2030 (DHET, 2012)  As part of this drive to increased enrolment, there is concern about college 

ƵŶĂƚƚƌĂĐƚŝǀĞŶĞƐƐ ĂŶĚ Ă ĚĞƐŝƌĞ ƚŽ ŵĂŬĞ ƉƵďůŝĐ FET ĐŽůůĞŐĞƐ ͚ŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ĨŝƌƐƚ ĐŚŽŝĐĞ͛ ;DŽE͕ ϮϬϬϳͿ͘ 

Yet, very little is known about why students enrol at these colleges and even less from the 

ƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞ ŽĨ ůĞĂƌŶĞƌƐ͘ Iƚ ŝƐ ĂƐƐƵŵĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ůĞĂƌŶĞƌ ǀŽŝĐĞƐ ĂƌĞ ŶŽƚ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ ĂƐ ŝƚ ŝƐ ͞ŽďǀŝŽƵƐ͟ ǁŚĂƚ 

learners want ʹ jobs now. This article problematises both the assumptions of South African policy 

and the dominant academic literature by taking the time to listen to the reasons given by South 

African FET college learners for their participation in FET colleges. This is not a story of choice as is 

commonly portrayed in the literature as deciding between different pathways or institutions. Rather, 

ŝƚ ŝƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ŚŽǁ ƚŚĞǇ ĐŽŶĐĞŝǀĞ ŽĨ VET ĂƐ Ă ǁĂǇ ŽĨ ĂĚǀĂŶĐŝŶŐ ƚŚĞŝƌ ͚ůŝĨĞ ƉƌŽũĞĐƚƐ͛ ;AƌĐŚĞƌ͕ ϮϬϬϯͿ͘  TŚŝƐ 

process of listening to the learners uncovers a tension between their accounts and the orthodox 

productivist account. In critiquing the latter, we follow Anderson in noting that productivism has 



ƐĞƌǀĞĚ ƚŽ ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚĞ ͞ǁŽƌŬ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŝŶĐŝƉĂů͕ ŝĨ ŶŽƚ ĞǆĐůƵƐŝǀĞ͕ ƐŽƵƌĐĞ ŽĨ ŵĞĂŶŝŶŐƐ ĂŶĚ ŵĞĂƐƵƌĞ ŽĨ ǀĂůƵĞ 

ĨŽƌ ŚƵŵĂŶ ďĞŝŶŐƐ͟ ;ϮϬϬϯ͕ ϰͿ ĨƌŽŵ ŽƚŚĞƌ ĚŽŵĂŝŶƐ ĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝǀĞ ŽĨ ŚƵŵĂŶ ǁĞůů-being and a valuable life 

(cf. Unwin, 2004; McGrath, 2012b). When the productivist logic is extended to VET, it assumes that 

students participate in VET purely to achieve the aptitudes and attitudes required for work. This 

generates a singular emphasis on a naƌƌŽǁ ͞ŝŶŝƚŝĂƚŝǀĞ͟ ǀĞƌƐŝŽŶ ŽĨ ĞŵƉůŽǇĂďŝůŝƚǇ ;GĂǌŝĞƌ͕ ϭϵϵϵͿ͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ 

leaves little room for the role that education and training plays in preparing young people for the 

challenges and opportunities that they will face in their families, their communities and their 

workplaces.   

Reviews of the research literature on South African FET colleges note that students have been much 

neglected (Powell, 2013; Wedekind, 2009). Students have largely been spoken for by large 

quantitative studies that focus on aggregate patterns of student enrolment (Powell and Hall, 2000, 

2002, 2004; Cosser et al, 2011) or graduate employment (Cosser, 2003; Gewer, 2009). One exception 

is the qualitative studies undertaken under the auspices of the Colleges Collaboration Fund (CCF) in 

the late 1990s and early 2000s which drew on focus group interviews to determine the institutional 

capacity for transformation (Fisher et al., 1998; Jaff 2000). Another, albeit an exception by default, 

were the letters received by the Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC) during a study surveying 

student destinations. Students were asked to return their survey to the HSRC and a few students 

took it upon themselves to include a letter providing further explanation of their experience of FET 

and of the labour markeƚ ;CŽƐƐĞƌ͕ ϮϬϬϯ͕ ϭϬϮͿ͘ ͞PůĞĂƐĞ Mƌ CŽƐƐĞƌ͕͟ ǁƌŽƚĞ ŽŶĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞƐĞ ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ͕ 

͞ŚĞůƉ ƵƐ ƚŽ ďĞ ŚĞĂƌĚ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ǁĞ ;ĐŽůůĞŐĞ ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐͿ ĂƌĞ ũƵƐƚ ǁŚŝƐƉĞƌŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ƐĞĂƌĐŚŝŶŐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĚĂƌŬ͟ 

(Cosser, 2003, 90). The letters submitted by these students were not a designed aspect of the 

project, but an unintended consequence thereof. Nonetheless, they express poignantly the deep 

ĚĞƐŝƌĞ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ůĞĂƌŶĞƌƐ ͚ƚŽ ďĞ ŚĞĂƌĚ͕͛ Ă ĚĞƐŝƌĞ ƚŽ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƚŚŝƐ ƉĂƉĞƌ ƌĞƐƉŽŶĚƐ͘  

This is not just a South African issue but relates to a wider international tendency in the academic as 

well as policy literature. There are small literatures that draw on student perspectives. These include 

a literature on pathways into, through and out of VET (e.g., Hodkinson, 1997, 1999; Ball, Maguire 

and Macrae, 2000; Harris and Ramos, 2012); on student perspectives on policy (e.g., Avis, Bathmaker 

and Parsons, 2002; Bidgood, Saebi and May 2006; Tanggaard, 2013); and on student constructions of 

themselves (e.g., Colley et al.,  2003). However, none of this literature has explicitly sought to 

understand student motives in terms of the broader life projects that students believe participation 

in VET will further. Moreover, African literatures of this kind are missing. 

The predominantly quantitative literature on South African FET colleges offers three findings 

ƌĞŐĂƌĚŝŶŐ ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ͘ TŚĞ ĨŝƌƐƚ ŝƐ ƚŚĂƚ FET ĐŽůůĞŐĞ ůĞĂƌŶĞƌƐ ĐŽŵĞ ĨƌŽŵ ͚ƉŽǀĞƌƚǇ-stricken family 

ĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚƐ͛ ;GĞǁĞƌ͕ ϮϬϬϵ͕ ǆͿ͘ TŚĞ ƉŽǀĞƌƚǇ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞĚ ďǇ ŵĂŶǇ ǀŽĐĂƚŝŽŶĂů ůĞĂƌŶĞƌƐ͖ ƚŚĞŝƌ ůŝŵŝƚĞĚ 



social, economic and educational resources; and the social stratifying effects of the academic-

vocational divide are all important. However, with them comes a tendency to downplay the agency 

of learners who manoeuvre, consciously deliberate and negotiate, both within themselves and 

together with others, the best option forward. Whilst accepting structural effects, we follow Ball, 

MĂŐƵŝƌĞ ĂŶĚ MĂĐƌĂĞ ;ϮϬϬϬ͕ ϭϴͿ ŝŶ ƐĞĞŬŝŶŐ ƚŽ ͞ĂǀŽŝĚ ƉŽƌƚƌĂǇŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ΀ƐĞ΁ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ĂƐ ƐŝŵƉůǇ 

victims of their circumstances or pathologising ʹ ͚ŽƚŚĞƌŝŶŐ͛ ʹ ƚŚĞŵ͟.  

The second argument is that FET college learners were not doing well at school, and are not as 

intelligent as those who have gone on an academic track. The South African version of this 

international phenomenon was strongly shaped by the history of colonialism and Apartheid which 

ůŝŶŬĞĚ VET ͞ǁŝƚŚ ŝƐƐƵĞƐ ƌĞůĂƚĞĚ ƚŽ ŝŶĚŝŐĞŶĐĞ͕ ƐŽĐŝĂů ĂŶĚ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂů ŝŶĨĞƌŝŽƌŝƚǇ͕ ĂŶĚ ŵĞŶƚĂů 

ďĂĐŬǁĂƌĚŶĞƐƐ͟ ;BĂĚƌŽŽĚŝĞŶ͕ ϮϬϬϰ͕ ϮϭͿ͘ ‘ĂƚŚĞƌ͕ ƚŚĂŶ ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐŝŶŐ ŝŶ VET ͞ƚŚĞ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶĐĞ ŽĨ 

individual development and the ability to chooƐĞ Ă ƐĂƚŝƐĨǇŝŶŐ ŽĐĐƵƉĂƚŝŽŶ͟ ;WŝŶĐŚ͕ ϮϬϬϬ͕ ϯϭͿ͕ ŝƚ ŚĂƐ 

been perceived as providing instrumental training for lower paid and lower skilled work. Again, our 

intention is not to discount the real and perceived structuring effects of VET. Rather, following Rose 

;ϮϬϬϰͿ͕ ǁĞ ĂƌŐƵĞ ƚŚĂƚ ͞ƚŚĞ ǁĂǇ ǁĞ ƚĂůŬ ĂďŽƵƚ ŝƚ ΀ŝŶƚĞůůŝŐĞŶĐĞ ĂŶĚ ǁŽƌŬ΁ ŵĂƚƚĞƌƐ͟ ;ϮϬϬϰ͕ ǆǀŝŝŝͿ ĂƐ ŝƚ 

ƐŚĂƉĞƐ ͞ƚŚĞ ǁĂǇ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ĂƌĞ ĚĞĨŝŶĞĚ ĂŶĚ ƚƌĞĂƚĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĐůĂƐƐƌŽŽŵ͕ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌŬƉůĂĐĞ͕ ĂŶĚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƉƵďůŝĐ 

ƐƉŚĞƌĞ͟ ;ϮϬϬϰ͕ ǆŝŝŝ-xvii). 

A third characteristic of VET learners, dominant in the wider African VET literature, is that learners 

avoid VET in favour of an academic education (Foster 1965a and b). This tradition, based on surveys 

by Foster in the late 1950s, argues that parents and students regard VET as terminal in nature and 

preparing learners for unemployment or for work that is repetitive, boring and underpaid. This is 

bolstered by rates of return analysis (e.g., Psacharopoulos, 1991) that purport to show that these 

attitudes are not prejudices but a rational economic reading of the returns to vocational as opposed 

to academic education. Whilst such data is hugely outdated and has been subjected to widespread 

ĐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞ͕ ƚŚĞ ƌĞĂůŝƚǇ ĂƉƉĞĂƌƐ ƚŽ ŵĂƚƚĞƌ ǀĞƌǇ ůŝƚƚůĞ͘ WŚĂƚ ŝƐ ĐůĞĂƌ ŝƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ƉĞƌĐĞƉƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ Ă ͞ƉĂƌŝƚy of 

ĞƐƚĞĞŵ͟ ŝƐƐƵĞ ŝƐ ǁŝĚĞƐƉƌĞĂĚ ;ƐĞĞ MŝŶŝƐƚĞƌ NǌŝŵĂŶĚĞ͕ ϮϬϬϵͿ͘  

There is another strand of South African writing about FET colleges, but this too does not engage 

with student voices. Rather, it is a political economy account of the way that policies and practices 

fail to make a meaningful difference in a context of major structural effects (e.g., McGrath, 2004; 

Kraak, 2008; Allais, 2012). We are very aware of the ways in which the histories of colonialism and 

Apartheid and the historical processes of engagement with and disengagement from global 

capitalism have shaped the South African labour market and, hence, skills development. However, 

our purpose here is to go beyond this literature, which is limited in its sense of the possible ways in 



which learners take these structural obstacles and seek to make agentic moves that tie into their 

aspirations for a better life. 

The dominating effect of the combined quantitative and political economy accounts has restrained 

South African VET researchers from grappling with the complexity inherent in the choices that 

learners actively make to participate in public FET. The result is that we have almost no 

understanding ʹ and none from the lived experience of students ʹ of why students are in FET. In 

starting to develop such an understanding, this paper breaks significant new ground, not just in the 

specific context of South Africa but in the wider context of debates about VET and development . It 

complements the theoretical arguments of recent articles (McGrath, 2012b; Powell 2012) and the 

transformative thrust for VET policy being advocated by UNESCO, but takes them further through 

the vital step of engaging seriously with the voices of learners. 

To do this, the article draws on one strand of a series of repeat interviews with 20 students and 

graduates drawn from various programmes and campuses of one public South African FET college, 

ƵŶĚĞƌƚĂŬĞŶ ĨŽƌ PŽǁĞůů͛Ɛ ĚŽĐƚŽƌĂƚĞ͘ TŚĞ ƐƚƵĚǇ ĚŝĚ ŶŽƚ ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚ ƚŽ ĂĐŚŝĞǀĞ ƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚŝǀŝƚǇ͘ ‘ĂƚŚĞƌ ŝƚ 

drew on a wide cross section of students across ten programmes who after being presented with the 

details of the study elected to participate.  As one part of the first round of interviews, students 

were asked to reflect on the reasons for enrolling at the college. We were interested in finding out 

what was important to them and how they believed enrolling at the college and in the specific 

programme area would help them achieve their life project(s). Here we follow Archer in seeing a life 

ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ ĂƐ ͞ĂŶ ĞŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ ŝƐ ĚĞƐŝƌĞĚ͕ ŚŽǁĞǀĞƌ ƚĞŶƚĂƚŝǀĞůǇ ĂŶĚ nebulous, and some notion, however 

ŝŵƉƌĞĐŝƐĞ͕ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐŽƵƌƐĞ ŽĨ ĂĐƚŝŽŶ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƚŽ ĂĐĐŽŵƉůŝƐŚ ŝƚ͟ ;ϮϬϬϯ͕ ϲͿ͘ WĞ ǁĞƌĞ ĂǁĂƌĞ ƚŚĂƚ 

structural constraints impacted on the lives of these learners but wanted to move beyond the over-

structured stereotypes of learners presented above which tended to deprive students of agency and 

ignored the practical projects that individuals subjectively define in relation to their structural 

circumstances. In reflecting on why students elected to enrol at the FET college, we know that their 

choices were often fallible and their agency bounded. However, these are not our prime concern. 

‘ĂƚŚĞƌ͕ ǁĞ ǁĂŶƚĞĚ ƚŽ ĂĐŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ͛ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂů ĂŶĚ ŚŝŐŚůǇ ƐƵďũĞĐƚŝǀĞ ͚ĐŽŶƐƚĞůůĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ 

ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶƐ͛ ;AƌĐŚĞƌ͕ ϮϬϬϯͿ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĐ ůŝĨĞ Ɖrojects that led them to see public FET colleges as a 

viable route for them.  

IŶ ǁŚĂƚ ĨŽůůŽǁƐ͕ ǁĞ ĚŽ ŶŽƚ ƐĞĞŬ ƚŽ ŽĨĨĞƌ Ă ƌŝĐŚůǇ ƚŚĞŽƌĞƚŝĐĂů ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚ͘ TŚŽƵŐŚ PŽǁĞůů͛Ɛ ƚŚĞƐŝƐ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ 

how critical realism and the capabilities approach can offer a valuable new way of thinking about 

VET (Powell, forthcoming), our intention here is to offer stories that implicitly talk back to the 

dominant account, but to do so by privileging learner voices over theoretical debates. Nonetheless, 

we will come back to the theoretical significance of the article in the final section. 



2.  Public FET colleges advancing individual life projects 

All respondents shared the overriding hope that enrolling at the college would provide the education 

and training (or at least part thereof) required to live a good life. Respondents differed though on 

ǁŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌĞĚ ƚŚŝƐ ͚ŐŽŽĚ ůŝĨĞ͛ ƚŽ ďĞ͘ ‘ĞǁĂƌĚŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ĨƵůĨŝůůŝŶŐ ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ ǁĂƐ ƐĞĞŶ ďǇ Ăůů ƚŚĞ 

respondents as fundamental to achieving this good life and was common to all the motives for 

enroůŵĞŶƚ͘ HŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ ͚ƌĞǁĂƌĚŝŶŐ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĨƵůĨŝůůŝŶŐ͛ ǁĂƐ ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚƵĂůŝƐĞĚ ǀĂƌŝĂďůǇ͗ ƚŚĞ ĂďŝůŝƚǇ ƚŽ ǁŽƌŬ ŝŶ ĂŶ 

area in which they excelled; contributing to their community; being self-employed; and securing 

work in a large corporation. Beyond the need to learn and to study further students gave eight 

reasons for enrolment, five of these are emphasised for discussion in this paper. These were 

complexly arranged. Some stressed multiple and equally important reasons; others a sole reason; 

whilst others still clearly ranked various reasons. In exploring this complexity, we draw on student 

voices as much as possible. However, it is important to note that the use of quotations and 

biographical details from particular learners under certain headings neither means that this was 

their only stated reason for enrolment, nor that other learners did not share this motivation.  

ʹǤͳǤ ǲA lot more hands onǳǣ college as offering a better learning model  

At 18, Sinazo (all names are pseudonyms) has passed her National Certificate Vocational (NCV) level 

4 in Business Management at the FET college and is enrolled, also at the college, for a Nated  

programme in Finance, Economics and Accounting. Sinazo was encouraged to enrol at the FET 

college by a college recruiter who visited her school. At that time she attended a highly rated school 

ďƵƚ ǁĂƐ ĂƚƚƌĂĐƚĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ŝĚĞĂ ŽĨ Ă ƉƌŽŐƌĂŵŵĞ ƚŚĂƚ ŵŝǆĞĚ ƚŚĞŽƌǇ ĂŶĚ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ ǁĂƐ ͞Ă ůŽƚ 

ŵŽƌĞ ŚĂŶĚƐ ŽŶ͟ ƚŚĂŶ ƐĐŚŽŽů͘ “ŝŶĂǌŽ͛Ɛ ŵŽƚŚĞƌ͕ Ă ĚŽŵĞƐƚŝĐ ǁŽƌŬĞƌ ǁŚŽ ŚĂĚ ŶŽƚ ĐŽŵƉůĞƚĞĚ ŚŝŐŚ 

school herself, agreed ƚŽ ŚĞƌ ĞŶƌŽůŵĞŶƚ ŽŶůǇ ĂĨƚĞƌ ďĞŝŶŐ ĂƐƐƵƌĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚŝƐ ǁŽƵůĚ ŶŽƚ ůŝŵŝƚ “ŝŶĂǌŽ͛Ɛ 

ability to enrol at university in the future.  

“ŝŶĂǌŽ͛Ɛ ĂƚƚƌĂĐƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ŚĂŶĚƐ-on aspect of college programmes was driven by her desire to work 

in the finance sector, preferably in a large company, and to be financially independent in her future. 

HĞƌ ůŝĨĞ ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ ŝƐ ƚŽ ͞ŚĂǀĞ ŵǇ ŽǁŶ ŚŽƵƐĞ ͙ ŶŽƚ ƐƵƌĞ ǁŚĞƌĞ͕ ďƵƚ ƐŽŵĞǁŚĞƌĞ ƉĞĂĐĞĨƵů͟ ĂŶĚ ƚŽ ͞ůŝǀĞ 

ƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌ ǁŝƚŚ ŵǇ ŵŽƚŚĞƌ͘͟ LŝŬĞ ŵŽƐƚ ŽƚŚĞƌ ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƐĂŵƉůĞ͕ “ŝŶĂǌŽ ǁĂƐ ƌĂŝƐĞĚ ŝŶ Ă Ɛingle 

ƉĂƌĞŶƚ ŚŽƵƐĞŚŽůĚ ĂŶĚ ĨĞĞůƐ ƐƚƌŽŶŐůǇ ƚŚĂƚ ƐŚĞ ǁŽƵůĚ ͞ůŽǀĞ ΀ŚĞƌ΁ ŵŽƚŚĞƌ ƚŽ ĐŽŵĞ ĂŶĚ ůŝǀĞ ǁŝƚŚ ΀ŚĞƌ΁͟ 

ƐŽ ƚŚĂƚ ƐŚĞ ĐĂŶ ͞ƚĂŬĞ ĐĂƌĞ ŽĨ ŚĞƌ͟ ǁŚĞŶ ƐŚĞ ŝƐ ŽůĚ͘  

Like Sinazo, Andile decided to attend the college after a college staff member visited his school. Not 

having parents to consult, he sought guidance from a school teacher who advised him that coming 

ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĐŽůůĞŐĞ ŝƐ Ă ĐŚĂŶĐĞ ͞ƚŽ ƐƚĂƌƚ ŶŽǁ ĨŽƌ ΀ǇŽƵƌ΁ ĚƌĞĂŵƐ͟ ƌĂƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ ĚĞĨĞƌ ƚŚŝƐ ƚŽ ĂĨƚĞƌ GƌĂĚĞ ϭϮ͘ 

On the basis of the information provided by the college recruiter and the guidance of his teacher, 



Andile decided to leave school after Grade 9 and to enrol at the college for the NCV in Mechanical 

Engineering. Andile believed that the combination of theory and practice offered at the college 

would help him achieve his ambition of being accepted for and then successfully completing 

Mechanical Engineering at a local technical university.  

Sinazo and Andile contradict the impression that FET college students would rather have an 

academic education. There was no social, economic or academic push for either Andile or Sinazo to 

ůĞĂǀĞ ƐĐŚŽŽů͘ IŶ ĨĂĐƚ͕ “ŝŶĂǌŽ ůĞĨƚ ƐĐŚŽŽů ƚŽ ĞŶƌŽů Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ĐŽůůĞŐĞ ĚĞƐƉŝƚĞ ŚĞƌ ŵŽƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ ŝŶŝƚŝĂů ŽƉƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ 

to it. Neither were they prompted by academic reasons. In fact, both students report doing 

reasonably well at school. Sinazo scored an average of a C and Andile too was doing well, particularly 

at pure maths and physical science, scoring an average of a C+ with an occasional B.  

For both these students, the movement to the college was a calculated and strategic one designed 

ƚŽ ƚĂŬĞ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞ ůŝĨĞ ƉƌŽũĞĐƚƐ ĨŽƌǁĂƌĚ ŵŽƌĞ ĞĨĨĞĐƚŝǀĞůǇ ƚŚĂŶ ĂƚƚĞŶĚŝŶŐ ƐĐŚŽŽů͘ “ŝŶĂǌŽ͛Ɛ ůŝĨĞ 

ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ ǁĂƐ ƚŚĂƚ ŝƚ ǁŽƵůĚ ĞŶĂďůĞ ŚĞƌ ƚŽ ŵŽǀĞ ŝŶƚŽ Ă ďƵƐŝŶĞƐƐ ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ͚ŚĂŶĚƐ ŽŶ͛ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ 

required to succeeĚ ƚŚĞƌĞŝŶ͕ ǁŚŝůƐƚ ƉƌŽƚĞĐƚŝŶŐ ŚĞƌ ůŽŶŐ ƚĞƌŵ ĂŵďŝƚŝŽŶƐ ĨŽƌ ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇ͘ AŶĚŝůĞ͛Ɛ ǁĂƐ ƚŽ 

enrol and succeed in a mechanical engineering programme.  

ʹǤʹǤ  ǲI went with the wrong crowdsǳǣ college as a space for rehabilitation 

Unlike Sinazo and Andile, who were pulled into college, Francois and Aisha were pushed into leaving 

school to get away from the negative influence of peers. Aisha describes herself as becoming 

ĚĞůŝŶƋƵĞŶƚ ĂŶĚ ŐŽŝŶŐ ͞ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ǁƌŽŶŐ ĐƌŽǁĚƐ͘͟ HĂǀŝŶŐ ŚĞĂƌĚ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ĐŽůůĞŐĞ ĨƌŽŵ Ă ĨĂŵŝůǇ 

member, AŝƐŚĂ͛Ɛ ŵŽƚŚĞƌ ďƌŽƵŐŚƚ ŚĞƌ ƚŽ ŚĂǀĞ Ă ůŽŽŬ ĂƌŽƵŶĚ͘ Aƚ ĨŝƌƐƚ ŐůĂŶĐĞ AŝƐŚĂ ǁĂƐ ƵŶĐŽŶǀŝŶĐĞĚ 

ĂŶĚ ͞ƚŽůĚ ΀ŚĞƌ΁ ŵŽŵŵǇ͕ ͚ŶŽ ŵĂƚƚĞƌ ŚŽǁ ŶŝĐĞ ƚŚĞ ĐŽůůĞŐĞ ůŽŽŬƐ I͛ŵ Ɛƚŝůů ŶŽƚ ŐŽŝŶŐ ƚŽ ĂƚƚĞŶĚ ŝƚ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ 

I ǁĂŶƚ ƚŽ ďĞ Ăƚ ΀ŵǇ ŽůĚ΁ ƐĐŚŽŽů͛͘͟ BƵƚ ĂĨƚĞƌ ůŽŽŬŝŶŐ ĂƌŽƵŶĚ ĂŶĚ ƚĂůŬŝŶŐ ƚŽ ĐŽůůĞŐĞ ƐƚĂĨĨ ŵĞŵďĞƌƐ͕ ͞ŝƚ 

ŐŽƚ ΀ŚĞƌ΁ ƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐ͟ ĂŶĚ ƐŚĞ ĚĞĐŝĚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ͕ ŝŶ ůŝŐŚƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŚŝŐŚ ŶƵŵďĞƌƐ ŽĨ ƵŶĞŵƉůŽǇĞĚ ƐĐŚŽŽů ĂŶĚ 

university leavers, the college might very well be a practical choice for her as it would allow her to 

study masonry which, iŶ ƚƵƌŶ͕ ǁŽƵůĚ ŵĂŬĞ ŝƚ ƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ ĨŽƌ ŚĞƌ ƚŽ ͞ŚŽŽŬ ŝŶƚŽ Ă ũŽď ΀ǁŝƚŚ ŚĞƌ΁ ĂƵŶƚǇ ĂŶĚ 

ƚŚĞŵ ΀ǁŚŽ΁ ŚĂǀĞ ƚŚĞŝƌ ŽǁŶ ĐŽŵƉĂŶǇ͘ “Ž ƚŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĂů ĂŶĚ ǁŽƌŬ ƚŚĞƌĞ͘͟  

FƌĂŶĐŽŝƐ ŚĂĚ ďĞĐŽŵĞ ĂĚĚŝĐƚĞĚ ƚŽ ͚ƚŝŬ͛ ;ĐƌǇƐƚĂů ŵĞƚŚĂŵƉŚĞƚĂŵŝŶĞͿ ĂŶĚ ŚŝƐ ŶĞĞĚ ƚŽ ŐĞƚ ĂǁĂǇ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ 

peer group that he did drugs with prompted his enrolment. He is one of four students who spoke of 

the effect of personal drug or alcohol use and one of 14 who live in or bordering areas severely 

ĂĨĨĞĐƚĞĚ ďǇ ĚƌƵŐƐ ĂŶĚ ŐĂŶŐƐƚĞƌŝƐŵ͘ AƐ ŚĞ ƐĂǇƐ͕ ͞ƚŚĞ ŽŶůǇ ƉĞŽƉůĞ that I knew were those people, 

ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ƚŚĞƌĞ ǁĞƌĞŶ͛ƚ ƌĞĂůůǇ ŵƵĐŚ ŽƚŚĞƌ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͘ TŚĞŶ I ƐƚĂƌƚĞĚ ŚĂŶŐŝŶŐ ŽƵƚ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞŵ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞŶ I 

ŐŽƚ ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞĚ͘͟ AĨƚĞƌ ƐƉĞŶĚŝŶŐ ƚŝŵĞ ŝŶ ƌĞŚĂď ŚĞ ĚĞĐŝĚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ŝƚ ǁŽƵůĚ ďĞ ďĞƐƚ ƚŽ ŶŽƚ ƌĞƚƵƌŶ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ 

school again: 



UƐŝŶŐ ĚƌƵŐƐ ͙ƚŚĂƚ ďĞĐĂŵĞ Ă ďŝŐ ŵŝƐƚĂŬĞ ŝŶ ŵǇ ůŝĨĞ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ĚƵĞ ƚŽ ƚŚĂƚ͕ ƚŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ĂůƐŽ 
why I failed at school. I failed one of my grades. That was grade nine. Then I went 

back and redid it, but it was quite challenging for me because everybody that I used 

to know were still at the school. So, I had to totally block myself from everybody.  

Francois has now graduated from the NCV programme, been drug free for over three years, and is 

happily in full-time employment doing work that he finds rewarding. He is currently enrolled part-

time on a N5 programme at the college in the same discipline with support from his company.  

For both Aisha and Francois, the need to distance themselves from their delinquency had important 

consequences for their educational path and the choices they made therein. In both cases the FET 

college provided a viable route forward.  

2.3.ǲI like to work with my handsǳǣ college as a route to artisanal work 

Thomas is the only white student who participated in the study. 30 years ago the campus site at 

which Thomas is enrolled catered mainly for young white men who had completed their military 

service. Like the rest of the sector, black students are now in the majority at the campus.  

However, for Thomas the history of the college was personal as his father trained as a fitter and 

turner at the campus 45 years ago. Thomas came to the college after completing his Grade 9 as he 

͞ǁĂŶƚĞĚ Ă ƚĞĐŚŶŝĐĂů ŵĂƚƌŝĐ͟ ĂŶĚ ĞŶƌŽůůĞĚ ĨŽƌ Ă NCV ŝŶ FŝƚƚŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ TƵƌŶŝŶŐ͕ ĨŽůůŽǁŝŶŐ ŝŶ ŚŝƐ ĨĂƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ 

ĨŽŽƚƐƚĞƉƐ͘ TŚŽŵĂƐ͛Ɛ ƐĞĞƐ ŚŝƐ ĨĂƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ ůŝĨĞ ĂƐ ĂŶ ĂƌƚŝƐĂŶ ĂƐ ŚĂǀŝŶŐ ďĞĞŶ ƐƵĐĐĞƐƐĨƵů ĂƐ ŚĞ ƉƌŽŐƌĞƐƐĞĚ ƚŽ 

management level in a large company, which enabled him to secure a middle class life for his family. 

TŚŽŵĂƐ ĂƐƉŝƌĞƐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ƐĂŵĞ ƚƌĂũĞĐƚŽƌǇ ŽĨ ǁŽƌŬ ĂŶĚ ůŝĨĞ͘ HĞ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞƐ ƚŚĞ ĐŽůůĞŐĞ ĂƐ ͞ƚŚĞ ďĞƐƚ ƉůĂĐĞ 

ĨŽƌ ŵĞ͟ ĂƐ ŝƚ ͞ǁŽƌŬƐ Ăƚ ŵǇ ƉĂĐĞ ĂŶĚ ŝƚ ũƵƐƚ ǁŽƌŬƐ ŽƵƚ ĨŽƌ ŵĞ͘͟  

Jorge decided prior to enrolling at the college that he would like to be a mechanical engineer and is 

one of five students in the study who came to the college because they had elected to work in a 

ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ ƚƌĂĚĞ͘ JŽƌŐĞ͛Ɛ ĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶ ǁĂƐ ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞĚ ďǇ ŚŝƐ ŐƌĂŶĚĨĂƚŚĞƌ ĂŶĚ ƐƚĞƉ-father.  

My grandfather, he used to work on cars, so that inspired me a lot as well and my 

step dad as well. He's a technician. So he showed me all the things I need to know 

about the computers, software and everything. So then I got more pleasure from 

ƚŚĂƚ ƐŽ I ƐĂŝĚ͕ ͚ŽŬĂǇ ƚŚŝƐ ŝƐ ƚŚĞ ĨŝĞůĚ ƚŚĂƚ I ǁĂŶƚ ƚŽ ŐŽ ŝŶƚŽ͛͘ 

Previously Jorge was studying at a highly rated school and enjoyed the sporting facilities at the 

school, particularly playing rugby and soccer. He indicates that his real ambition had been to pursue 

a career in professional sport but because his family did not support this he elected mechanical 

engineering. His long term goal is to work offshore on a rig working on large machinery. Jorge 

ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞƐ ŚŝƐ ƐĐŚŽŽů ŐƌĂĚĞƐ ĂƐ ͞ŐŽŽĚ͕ ŝƚ ǁĂƐ ũƵƐƚ ŵǇ AĨƌŝŬĂĂŶƐ ǁĂƐŶΖƚ ƐŽ ŐŽŽĚ ďƵƚ ŵǇ ŐƌĂĚĞƐ ǁĞƌĞ 

ƌĞĂůůǇ ŐŽŽĚ͘͟ HĞ ƐƵccessfully completed his NCV in Mechanical Engineering and is now employed 



full-time and enrolled part-time at a different college for his N5 in Mechanical Engineering. Having 

discovered that these programmes were not discontinued, as he was informed, he regrets in 

ƌĞƚƌŽƐƉĞĐƚ ƚŚĂƚ ŚĞ ĚŝĚ ŶŽƚ ĐŽŵƉůĞƚĞ GƌĂĚĞ ϭϮ ĂŶĚ ƐĂǇƐ ƚŚĂƚ͕ ͞ŝĨ ΀ŚĞ΁ ŬŶĞǁ ΀ƚŚĂƚ ŚĞ΁ ǁŽƵůĚ ŚĂǀĞ ũƵƐƚ 

ĨŝŶŝƐŚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ŽŶĞ ǇĞĂƌ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞŶ ŐŽŶĞ ŽŶ ƚŽ ĚŽ ŵǇ Nϰ͘͟ 

In support of employability accounts, both these learners share a common desire to achieve the 

education and training needed to access suitable work in their chosen fields. It is VET that can 

advance their life project as it is the route to their chosen occupations.  

2.4.ǲI was getting paid as a boy ǳǣ college as a route to higher wages and status 

Seven years after Jacob left high school he returned to full time education at the college for the NCV 

Electrical Infrastructure Construction. Contrary to the findings of Middleton, Ziderman and Adams 

(1993) who argue that youth do not aspire to VET, the ŽƉƉŽƌƚƵŶŝƚǇ ƚŽ ƐƚƵĚǇ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ĐŽůůĞŐĞ ŝƐ ͞Ă 

ĚƌĞĂŵ ĐŽŵĞ ƚƌƵĞ͟ ĨŽƌ JĂĐŽď͘ LŝǀŝŶŐ ŝŶ ŚŝƐ ĞĂƌůǇ ǇĞĂƌƐ ŝŶ ĂŶ ĂƌĞĂ ƚŚĂƚ LĞŵĂŶƐŬŝ ;ϮϬϬϵͿ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞƐ ĂƐ 

͞ǀŝƌƚƵĂůůǇ ĚĞƌĞůŝĐƚ͕͟ ŽĐĐƵƉŝĞĚ ďǇ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ͞ƐƋƵĂƚƚŝŶŐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ŶŽŶ-ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞĚ ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂů ƐĞƚƚůĞŵĞŶƚ͟ ĂŶĚ 

those living in the housing for homeless people (2009, 10), he regularly travelled past the (then 

ŵĂŝŶůǇ ǁŚŝƚĞͿ ĐŽůůĞŐĞ ĂŶĚ ĚĞĐŝĚĞĚ ƚŚĞŶ ƚŚĂƚ ͞΀ŚĞ ǁĂƐ΁ ŐŽŝŶŐ ƚŽ ĐŽŵĞ ƚŽ ƚŚŝƐ ĐŽůůĞŐĞ͟ ŽŶĞ ĚĂǇ͘ TŚĞ 

historical exclusion under apartheid of black students from technical training made this a college to 

which he aspired. 

JĂĐŽď͛Ɛ ĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶ ƚŽ ƐƚƵĚǇ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ĐŽůůĞŐĞ ǁĂƐ ƉƌŽŵƉƚĞĚ ďǇ ŚŝƐ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ ŝŶ Ă ďŝŐ ĐŽŵƉĂŶǇ ƚŚĂƚ ŚĞ 

worked in prior to enrolling at the college. He worked as a senior technician but did not earn a 

commensurate salary nor enjoy the appropriate status. After three years at the company and having 

had one increase in salary notch and status in that time, he realised that he would need to study 

ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ ŝŶ ŽƌĚĞƌ ƚŽ ƉƌŽŐƌĞƐƐ ďĞǇŽŶĚ͕ ĂƐ ŚĞ ƉƵƚƐ ŝƚ͕ ͞ŐĞƚƚŝŶŐ ƉĂŝĚ ĂƐ Ă ďŽǇ͘͟ ‘ĞĂůŝƐŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ ͞ŝƚ ΀ǁĂƐ΁ 

either working for this company for the rest of [his] life, slowly growing or [leaving and going to 

ƐƚƵĚǇ ĂŶĚ΁ ŐƌŽǁŝŶŐ Ăƚ Ă ĚĞĐĞŶƚ ƉĂĐĞ͕͟ ŚĞ ŐĂǀĞ ŚŝƐ ŶŽƚŝĐĞ ĂŶĚ ĞŶƌŽůůĞĚ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ FET ĐŽůůĞŐĞ͘ 

AůĨƌĞĚ͛Ɛ ƚƌŝŐŐĞƌ ĨŽƌ Śŝŵ ĞŶƌŽůůŝŶŐ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ Đollege was also the way that he was treated in his job. He 

worked as an assistant chef in a large catering company prior to enrolling and felt that he was being 

ƚƌĞĂƚĞĚ ĂƐ ͞ũƵƐƚ Ă ďŽǇ͟ ďǇ ŚŝƐ ƐƵƉĞƌǀŝƐŽƌ͘  

MǇ ŽŶĞ ƐƵƉĞƌǀŝƐŽƌ͕ ƚŚŝƐ ůĂĚǇ ǁĂƐ͕ ƐŚĞ͛Ɛ ĂůƐŽ͕ ŽŬ͕ I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ǁĂŶƚ ƚŽ ďĞ ƌĂĐŝƐƚ͕ ďƵƚ ƐŚĞ ŝƐ 
also white and she was the head-chef in the kitchen. She was like treating me also 

ůŝŬĞ͕ ŽŬĂǇ͕ ĂŐ ŵĂŶ͕ ǇŽƵ ũƵƐƚ ǁŽƌŬŝŶŐ ŚĞƌĞ͕ ǇŽƵ͛ƌĞ ũƵƐƚ Ă ďŽǇ͘ YŽƵ ŵƵƐƚ ũƵƐƚ ĚŽ ƚŚŝƐ 
ĂŶĚ ĚŽ ƚŚĂƚ͘ AŶĚ I ĚŝĚŶ͛ƚ ƌĞĂůůǇ ůŝŬĞ ŝƚ͕ ďƵƚ I ŚĂĚ to do it... that was all things that 

made me realize that I need to come to FET or somewhere. I need to go and study, 

doing this course ... this hospitality course.  



Both came with a sense of vocational aspiration and developing identity. Alfred had studied 

hospitality at high school where catering talent competitions were held. His initial plan was to 

complete Grade 12 and then enrol for the Professional Cookery skills course offered at the college, 

but he was forced by the death of his father to leave school early. As he says,  

[I had to leave school] because my dad died, nobody had work. My mom was the 

only person that could work, and I had a small brother that time, so I had to go look 

ĂĨƚĞƌ Śŝŵ͕ ƚĂŬĞ ĐĂƌĞ ŽĨ Śŝŵ͘ “Ž ƚŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ǁŚǇ ΀I ůĞĨƚ ƐĐŚŽŽů΁͘ 

When he sought to enrol, he was initially unsuccessful as the hospitality programme was already full. 

‘ĂƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ ƵŶĚĞƌƚĂŬĞ Ă ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ƉƌŽŐƌĂŵŵĞ͕ ŚĞ ǁĂŝƚĞĚ ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ǇĞĂƌ ĂŶĚ ǁĂƐ ĂĚŵŝƚƚĞĚ͘ JĂĐŽď͛Ɛ 

decision to enrol for the NCV Electrical Infrastructure Construction is shaped by his experience with 

ĞůĞĐƚƌŝĐĂů ǁŽƌŬ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŚĞ ǁĂƐ ŝŶƚƌŽĚƵĐĞĚ ƚŽ ďǇ ŚŝƐ ƵŶĐůĞ ĂŶĚ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŚĞ ŚĂĚ ͞ƐƚĂƌƚĞĚ ƚŽ ůŽǀĞ͘͟ HĞ 

regards himself as having a special talent for fixing things which is recognised and acknowledged by 

the people in his family.  

I ůŽǀĞ ŵĞƐƐŝŶŐ ǁŝƚŚ ĞůĞĐƚƌŝĐĂů ĞƋƵŝƉŵĞŶƚ ͙ ĂŶǇƚŚŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ I ĐĂŶ Ĩŝǆ͕ I ĨŝǆĞĚ͘ I ƚƌǇ ƚŽ͘ I 
still do it at home. My aunt or my mom them bring something and only if I can't fix it 

then they declare it broken.  

Both had to weigh up the benefits of leaving paid employment to enrol for full-time study. Applying 

their human powers of reflexivity, Jacob and Alfred deliberated and reflected on the circumstances 

of their work environment and decided that the work that they were doing was under-paid and 

under-valued anĚ͕ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚůǇ͕ ͞ĨŝŐƵƌĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚŝƐ ŝƐ ŚŽǁ ŝƚ ŝƐ ŝĨ ǇŽƵ ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ŚĂǀĞ ƉĂƉĞƌƐ 

΀ƋƵĂůŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶƐ΁͘͟ AƐ AůĨƌĞĚ ƐĂǇƐ͕  

I ƌĞĂůŝƐĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ŝĨ I͛ŵ ŶŽƚ ƚŚĂƚ ƋƵĂůŝĨŝĞĚ͕ ƚŚŝƐ ŝƐ ǁŚĂƚ I͛ŵ ŐŽŶŶĂ ĚŽ ĂŶĚ ƚŚŝƐ ŝƐ ŚŽǁ I͛ŵ 
ŐŽŶŶĂ ƐƵĨĨŽĐĂƚĞ͘ ͙ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ƚƌĞĂƚ ǇŽƵ ůŝŬĞ ƚŚĞǇ ǁĂŶƚ ƚŽ͕ ǇŽƵ must do this, you must 

ĚŽ ƚŚĂƚ͕ ŐŽ ƚŚĞƌĞ͕ ŐŽ ŚĞƌĞ͕ ĚŽ ƚŚŝƐ͕ ĚŽ ƚŚĂƚ͘ YŽƵ ŵƵƐƚ ďĞ ƐĂƚŝƐĨŝĞĚ ŝĨ ǇŽƵ͛ƌĞ ŶŽƚ 
qualified and you want to work. 

The decision to leave work to study was not an easy one. Jacob had left home at a young age and 

was at the time of the interview living on his own and necessarily self-sufficient. Alfred, who lives in 

a family vulnerable to poverty, faced similar concerns as leaving full-time employment would mean 

sacrificing a salary to the household and, more importantly, increase the risk of dire poverty for the 

entire family.  

While Jacob was encouraged by his fiancé to take the leap, Alfred grappled initially internally with 

ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽďůĞŵ͘ AƐ ŚĞ ƐĂǇƐ͕ ͞I ƌĞĂůŝƐĞĚ I ŶĞĞĚ ƚŽ ŐŽ ĂŶĚ ƐƚƵĚǇ ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ ǁĂƐ ĂůǁĂǇƐ Ă ƚŚŝŶŐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ 

back of ŵǇ ŵŝŶĚ ͙ ǇŽƵ ŶĞĞĚ ƚŽ ŐŽ͕ ǇŽƵ ŶĞĞĚ ƚŽ ŐŽ͟ ĂŶĚ ŚĞ ŬĞƉƚ ĂƐŬŝŶŐ ŚŝŵƐĞůĨ͕ ŝŶ ůŝŐŚƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ 

ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĂů ĐŽŶƐƚƌĂŝŶƚƐ ĂĨĨĞĐƚŝŶŐ Śŝŵ ĂŶĚ ŚŝƐ ĨĂŵŝůǇ͕ ͞“Ž ŚŽǁ Ăŵ I ŐŽŶŶĂ ĚŽ ŝƚ͍͘͟ AĨƚĞƌ ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ 



ƉƌŽďůĞŵ ǁŝƚŚ Ă ĨƌŝĞŶĚ͕ ŚĞ ǁĂƐ ĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐĞĚ ƚŽ ͞ŐŽ ĂŶĚ ĚŽ ΀ŚŝƐ΁ ƐƚƵĚŝĞƐ͟ ĚĞƐƉŝƚĞ ƚŚĞ ŽƉƉŽƌƚƵŶŝƚǇ ƌŝƐŬƐ 

discussed above, an event which Alfred relates as a turning point.  

IŶ ďŽƚŚ ĐĂƐĞƐ ƐƚƌŽŶŐ ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĂů ĐŝƌĐƵŵƐƚĂŶĐĞƐ ƐŚĂƉĞĚ ƚŚĞƐĞ ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ͛ ůŝǀĞƐ ƉƌŝŽƌ ƚŽ ĞŶƌŽůůŝŶŐ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ 

FET college. Both young men grew up in poverty and in single parent households, and both had 

difficulties with completing their schooling. Jacob attempted to make up for this by completing his 

schooling part-time prior to enrolling at the college and enrolling in another short course. Both these 

young men have gone beyond the education level of their families and their communities. As Jacob 

ƐĂǇƐ͕ ͞IΖŵ ƚŚĞ ĨŝƌƐƚ ŽŶĞ ŽƵƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ůŽƚ ǁŚŽ ŝƐ ƐƚƵĚǇŝŶŐ͕ ĞŝƚŚĞƌ ƐŝĚĞ͕ ĨƌŽŵ ŵǇ ŵŽŵΖƐ ĨĂŵŝůǇ ĂŶĚ ŵǇ 

ĚĂĚΖƐ ĨĂŵŝůǇ͘͟ AŶĚ ďŽƚŚ ƚŚĞƐĞ ǇŽƵŶŐ ŵĞŶ ĂƌĞ ƚƌǇŝŶŐ ƚŽ ĐŝƌĐƵŵǀĞŶƚ ƚŚĞ ƐƚƌƵĐƚural constraints in which 

they grew up and which they are aware of and, having left employment to enrol at the college, are 

doing so at great risk to themselves and their families. As Alfred says,  

PĞŽƉůĞ ŬŶŽǁ ͘͘͘ ŝĨ ǇŽƵ ůŝǀĞ ͙ ŝŶ ǆǆǆ͕ ǁŚĞƌĞ I ůŝǀĞ͕ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ŶŽƌŵĂůůǇ ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ƐĞĞ ǇŽƵ ĐŽŵĞ 
ŽƵƚ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƚŽƉ ƐƚĂŶĚĂƌĚ ͙ ŽƵƌ ĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚ ǁŚĞƌĞ ǁĞ ůŝǀĞ͕ ŝƐŶ͛ƚ ƐƵĐŚ Ă ŐŽŽĚ 
environment. 

Against the backdrop of a racially defined labour market, both Jacob and Alfred are 

concerned not only with employment that is sustainable and that pays a decent 

salary, as employability accounts would have, but also with working in 

environments that are respectful.   But they are also both ambitious and concerned 

to make a wider contribution. Alfred aspired to becoming one of the top pastry 

chefs in his area. But another, and equally important aspect for him, is to become 

͞ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ ŝŶ ůŝĨĞ͕͟ ĂŶĚ ŐĞƚƚŝŶŐ ͞ƋƵĂůŝĨŝĞĚ ƚŽ ďĞĐŽŵĞ ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ ŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ ĂůƐŽ͕ 
΀ƐŽ ƚŚĂƚ ǇŽƵ ĐĂŶ ŚĂǀĞ ƚŚĞ ĂďŝůŝƚǇ΁ ƚŽ ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚĞ͘͟  

Both are committed to helping their ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͘ JĂĐŽď ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ͕ ͞΀ŚĞ΁ ǁĂŶƚ ƚŽ ŵĂŬĞ ƐƵƌĞ ƚŚĂƚ ΀ŚŝƐ΁ 

ŬŝĚƐ Žƌ ƚŚĞ ŬŝĚƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŶĞǆƚ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ ǁŽƵůĚ ŚĂǀĞ ĂŶ ĞĂƐŝĞƌ ůŝĨĞ Žƌ ďĞƚƚĞƌ ůŝĨĞ ƚŽ ǁŚĂƚ I ŚĂǀĞ͟ ĂŶĚ 

Alfred speaks about supporting his younger sibling with his education. And both are committed to 

wider social responsibility. Alfred says,  

[I want] to help people with their struggles and to encourage people. They need to 

know that they are not the only persons who always have problems and that other 

people also have problems and they can do it [educate themselves], because I did it. 

Similarly, Jacob says,   

I don't want to be rich, I don't want to be. I just want to be healthy and wealthy 

enough to take care of myself and my family. I'm not a greedy person I don't want 

everything in the world. But I want to know that I can bring to my country or to my 

place of work, I can bring with me energy,  I can bring with me ideas of how to 

change.  



ʹǤͷǤ  ǲI had to take responsibility and upgrade myselfǳǣ college as a vehicle for meeting 

familial and community responsibilities  

Aƚ ϯϴ͕ DĂƉŚŶĞ ŝƐ ƚŚĞ ŽůĚĞƐƚ ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĐŽůůĞŐĞ͛Ɛ NCV BƵƐŝŶĞƐƐ MĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ƉƌŽŐƌĂŵŵĞ͘ 

‘ĞŐƌĞƚƚŝŶŐ ŚĞƌ ĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶ ƚŽ ͞ĚƌŽƉ ŽƵƚ Ăƚ ƐĐŚŽŽů Ăƚ Ă ǇŽƵŶŐ ĂŐĞ͕͟ ŚĞƌ ĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶ ƚŽ ĞŶƌŽů ŝƐ ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ Ă ůŽŶŐ-

term commitment to her education which began with her completing her schooling part-time five 

years prior to enrolling at the college while she stayed at home to look after her three children.  

After being a housewife for over a decade, there were two key factors that prompted her to enrol at 

the college. First, her husband was unemployed and the family was struggling to survive with not a 

single person working in the family. Second, her daughter had failed her Grade 12 examination and, 

having become a young mother at the same time, was demoralised about returning to education 

and about the possibility of making a success of her life. Daphne wanted to set an example for her 

daughter and husband and at the same time was hoping to reenter the labour market which would 

allow her to contribute financially to her family. As she says, when talking about her daughter,  

I can be big example for her because she can see like I was, dropped out at like a 

young age. And here I am trying again.  

Daphne indicates that one of the biggest challenges facing her own life was her low self-esteem 

ǁŚŝĐŚ ƐŚĞ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞƐ ĂƐ ďĞŝŶŐ Ă ƌĞƐƵůƚ ŽĨ ͞ƚŚĞ ǁĂǇ ǁĞ͛ƌĞ ďƌŽƵŐŚƚ ƵƉ ͙ ƚŚĞ ĂďƵƐĞ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ŚŽŵĞ ĂŶĚ ůŝŬĞ 

the alcohol abuse at homĞ͘͟ FŽƌ ŚĞƌ͕ ĞŶƌŽůůŝŶŐ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ĐŽůůĞŐĞ ǁĂƐ ĂŶ ĞŶŽƌŵŽƵƐ ŽƉƉŽƌƚƵŶŝƚǇ ƚŽ 

develop her self-esteem and besides encouraging her husband and her daughter, it provided a 

special opportunity for her to transform her own life.  

I ŚĂĚ ůŝŬĞ Ă ůŽǁ ŝŵĂŐĞ ŽĨ ŵǇƐĞůĨ ͙ I ǁĂƐ ůŝŬĞ͕ I ĐĂŶ ĚŽ ŶŽƚŚŝŶŐ ͙ I ĐĂŶ ũƵƐƚ ďĞ Ă 
housewife.  But everything changed, the day I believed in myself, accepted myself, 

everything changed. 

Daphne believes that the problem of low self-esteem to be common amongst black women who 

͞ƚŚŝŶŬ ƚŚĞǇ ĐĂŶŶŽƚ ĚŽ ŝƚ͕ ΀ƚŚĞŝƌ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ΁ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ĐĂŶŶŽƚ ĚŽ ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ͘͟ “ŚĞ ŝƐ 

hoping that the business management skills that she is learning in her NCV programme will prepare 

her for employment in a position that enables her to encourage other women facing similar financial 

constraints. Importantly, and with her family on the verge of destitution, she is hoping that her 

achievements will encourage her family to be more positive about their future outlook on life.  

Lubabalo was also prompted to enrol by wanting to be a better parent and by the desire to 

transform his life. Previously he had worked as an unqualified assistant to a cabinet maker, but when 

ŚĞ ďĞĐĂŵĞ Ă ĨĂƚŚĞƌ ŚĞ ǁĂƐ ƉƌŽŵƉƚĞĚ ƚŽ ͞ŵĂŬĞ Ă ĐŚĂŶŐĞ͟ ŝŶ ŚŝƐ ůŝĨĞ͘ HĞ ƌĞĂůŝƐĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ŚĞ ͞ǁŽƵůĚ ŚĂǀĞ 

to tĂŬĞ Ă ĐĂƌĞĞƌ͗͟  



I reached a point in my life whereby I wanted to make a change and I realised in 

order for me to make a change, I must undergo some training in what I enjoy doing, 

which is working with my hands. I had to take responsibility and upgrade myself. 

Lubabalo has made a conscious choice to work with his hands, driven by his religious views. He 

ĂƌŐƵĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ǁŽƌŬŝŶŐ ǁŝƚŚ ǇŽƵƌ ŚĂŶĚƐ ŝƐ ŶŽƚ ŽŶůǇ ƐƉŝƌŝƚƵĂůůǇ ĨƵůĨŝůůŝŶŐ͕ ďƵƚ ŝƚ ĂƐƐƵƌĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ǇŽƵ͛ůů ĂůǁĂǇƐ 

ŚĂǀĞ ǁŽƌŬ ĂƐ ŽƚŚĞƌƐ ƉƌĞĨĞƌ ƚŽ ͞Ɛŝƚ ďĞŚŝŶĚ Ă ĚĞƐŬ ĂŶĚ ĚŽ ƚŚŝƐ ĂŶĚ ƉƌĞƐƐ ƚŚĂƚ ĂŶĚ ĂŶƐǁĞƌ ƚŚĞ ƉŚŽŶĞ͟ 

ƌĂƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ ͞ďƵŝůĚ ƚŚĞ ďƵŝůĚŝŶŐ ƚŽ ǁŽƌŬ ŝŶ͕ Žƌ ŵĂŬĞ ƚŚĞ ƚĂďůĞ ƚŽ ǁŽƌŬ ŽŶ͘͟  

LƵďĂďĂůŽ͛Ɛ ƉƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ ǁĂƐ ƚŽ ĞŶƌŽů ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ ďŽĂƚ ŵĂŬŝŶŐ ƉƌŽŐƌĂŵŵĞ ŽĨĨĞƌĞĚ Ăƚ ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ĐĂŵƉƵƐ ďƵƚ 

he was unable to afford the additional daily travel costs. Therefore, he elected to enrol for the NCV 

Engineering & Related Design: Fitting. For both Daphne and Lubabalo the aim is broader than 

accessing the skills required for employment. In both cases, the need to set an example for others, 

particularly for their children, is a big motivating factor triggering their enrolment. Lubabalo realised 

that, as a father, he would need to set an example and provide for his son. Daphne, confronted with 

ŚĞƌ ŚƵƐďĂŶĚ͛Ɛ ĂŶĚ ĚĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ͛Ɛ ůŽƐƐ ŽĨ ĐŽŶĨŝĚĞŶĐĞ͕ was trying to prove that it is possible to pick your 

life up at any point and transform it. While productivist thinking focuses on the skills needed for 

economic growth, Daphne is focused both on family and community development. 

Makukhanye's motivation in enrolling at the college was to get a good preparation for the workplace 

using the shortest and most secure route. Hearing about the college for the first time from a 

magazine, he decided that it would be better for him to leave high school and to enrol at the college 

ĨŽƌ Ă NCV ŝŶ FŝŶĂŶĐĞ͕ EĐŽŶŽŵŝĐƐ ĂŶĚ AĐĐŽƵŶƚŝŶŐ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ͞΀ŚĞ΁ ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚ ƚŚĂƚ ŝƚ ǁŝůů ŚĞůƉ ΀Śŝŵ΁ ƚŽ ďĞ 

ƌĞĂĚǇ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌŬƉůĂĐĞ͘͟   

HŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ MĂŬƵŬŚĂŶǇĞ͛Ɛ ĂŝŵƐ ĂƌĞ ďƌŽĂĚĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ ĂĐĐĞƐƐŝŶŐ ƐŬŝůůƐ ĨŽƌ ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ͘ ‘ĂƚŚĞƌ͕ 

employment is a means to achieǀŝŶŐ ͞Ă ďĞƚƚĞƌ ůŝǀŝŶŐ ƐƚĂŶĚĂƌĚ͟ ŝŶ ŽƌĚĞƌ ƚŽ ŚĞůƉ ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ ŚŝƐ ĨĂŵŝůǇ͗  

I must do something to help as well, to help with the children, the schooling. I must 

give something back to them. I mean, they [his family] have not told me so, but I 

know that is how iƚ ŐŽĞƐ͘ YŽƵ ĐĂŶ͛ƚ ƌĞĐĞŝǀĞ Ăůů ƚŚĞ ƚŝŵĞ ĂŶĚ ĞǆƉĞĐƚŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ŶŽƚ ŐŝǀŝŶŐ 
ĂŶǇƚŚŝŶŐ ŽƵƚ͘ Iƚ͛Ɛ ĂŶ ŝŶŶĞƌ ƚŚŝŶŐ͕ ŝƚ ŝƐ ŶŽƚ ƐƵƉƉŽƐĞĚ ƚŽ ďĞ ƐĂŝĚ ƚŽ ǇŽƵ͕ ďƵƚ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ǁŚĂƚ 
you know [to be right].  

2.6. "Here by default": college as the only place possible 

The stories above give a sense of agency, even if this is profoundly shaped by past life histories and 

by socio-economic circumstances. However, for some of the learners in the sample, even this level 

of agency seemed unattainable. Whilst not the primary focus of this paper, we must acknowledge 

some of the realities of this group of interviewees.  



Warren had passed his school leaving examinations but without good enough grades for higher 

ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ͘ HĞ ƐƉĞŶƚ Ă ǇĞĂƌ ͞ůŽŽŬŝŶŐ͕ ůŽŽŬŝŶŐ͕ ůŽŽŬŝŶŐ ĨŽƌ ǁŽƌŬ͟ ĂŶĚ ͞ŐŽƚ ƐŽ ĨƌƵƐƚƌĂƚĞĚ͟ that his 

fiancée persuaded him to enrol. Encouraged by the fact that he can cook they decided that he 

should enrol for catering. Along with Siyaya, who also completed his school leaving examinations 

with grades too low for higher education, Warren  was one of an estimated half million young South 

Africans who had completed Grade 12 without having the grades or subjects required for higher 

education. They are part of a larger group of c2.8 million young South Africans to whom the British 

term of NEET (Not in Education, Employment or Training) has been applied (Cloete, 2009). 

There were others for whom college was a very bounded choice. Sharon and Carol both had the 

ŐƌĂĚĞƐ ĨŽƌ ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇ ďƵƚ ĐŽƵůĚŶ͛ƚ ĂĨĨŽƌĚ ƚŚĞ ĨĞĞƐ͘ CĂƌŽů ƐĂŝĚ ƐŚĞ ǁĂƐ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ĐŽůůĞŐĞ ͞ďǇ ĚĞĨĂƵůƚ͕͟ 

having left employment where she was hoping to save up the money for higher education study, due 

to illness and lacking any other plan. For Mulhim, a wheelchair user, the college was the most viable 

place for further learning, both in terms of its accessibility and its inclusive approach. 

3.  Conclusion 

The findings of this article suggest that the orthodox position regarding why young people enter FET 

in South Africa (but also internationally) is profoundly limited. Drawing on the voices of students, we 

see three messages emerging from the article.  

First, the findings challenge the stereotype of VET students that has dominated much of the 

literature. The idea that college students choose  the FET college because they recognise that they 

are unable to cope with the academic rigours of schooling is challenged by the experience of several 

students.  Indeed, contrary to the literature that sees VET in Africa as second choice and second best 

(Foster, 1965a and b; Psacharopoulos, 1991 and Oketch, 2007) half of the respondents here actively 

ĐŚŽƐĞ ƚŽ ůĞĂǀĞ ͚ĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĐ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ƚŽ ĞŶƌŽů Ăƚ ƚŚĞ FET ĐŽůůĞŐĞ͘  

Second, the findings highlight the limitations of productivist accounts which portray these students 

as empty slates enrolling in FET colleges in the anxious hope that they will be filled with the skills 

needed to become productive future workers. While it is clear that learners seek to prepare 

themselves for the world of work, we are reminded that learners enrol in VET for much more 

complex and varied reasons than the orthodoxy acknowledges (cf. Unwin, 2004 in the British 

context). They come into VET as daughters wanting to financially support their families; as fathers 

wanting to be an example to their daughters; as workers wanting to upgrade their skills and as 

community members wanting to encourage other members of their community, and for other 

reasons besides.  



Third, and most importantly for our immediate purposes, it shows that at least some FET students, in 

contrast to the orthodox account, are active and deliberatively engaged in electing to study at a FET 

college. This is not an attempt to argue away the social constructs embedded within the curriculum, 

location and structure of FET or to deny the social constraints that face the learners and the 

communities in which they live. Rather, it is an attempt to highlight the agency of these learners and 

the manner in which learners experience, participate and respond to the structural circumstances of 

their lives. These students are enterprising in the face of structural circumstances. They are choosing 

between school and college; between staying at home and enrolling at the college. They are electing 

to leave employment in order to study at the college and then choosing for all the reasons that 

matter to them, the programme areas that they enrol in. In some cases, decisions appear to us to 

have been made fallibly, reflecting both misunderstandings of the complex policy changes and HE 

admission practices by learners and/or the college, and sometimes due to misinformation from the 

ĐŽůůĞŐĞ͘ TŚĞƐĞ ůĞĂƌŶĞƌƐ ĂƌĞ͕ ĂƐ BǇŶŶĞƌ Ğƚ Ăů͘ ;ϭϵϳϳͿ ĂƌŐƵĞĚ͕ ͞ŐĞƚƚŝŶŐ ŽŶ͟ ĂŶĚ ͞ŐĞƚƚŝŶŐ ďǇ͟ ĂŶĚ ŽŶůǇ 

ƚŚĞ ĨƵƚƵƌĞ ǁŝůů ƚĞůů ŝĨ ƚŚĞǇ ĂƌĞ ŐĞƚƚŝŶŐ ƐŽŵĞǁŚĞƌĞ Žƌ ͞ŐŽŝŶŐ ŶŽǁŚĞƌĞ͘͟  

IŶ ƚŚŝƐ ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ͕ ǁĞ ŚĂǀĞ ďĞĞŶ ĚĞƚĞƌŵŝŶĞĚ ƚŽ ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚ ůĞĂƌŶĞƌƐ͛ voice and agency. This is not an 

attempt to deny structural factors. Rather, our intention here is deliberately to talk back to a limited 

orthodoxy that consistently underplays learner agency. This led us to the strategic decision to 

ĚŽǁŶƉůĂǇ ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞ͛Ɛ role, although we remain mindful of its power. Structure was present across 

the transcripts. The learners spoke of poverty, the persistence of race in labour market stratification, 

the effects of single parent families, inequalities in access to quality schooling and the challenges of 

living in areas rife with drugs and gangsterism. Their lives are powerfully shaped by the legacies of an 

Apartheid-defined racial geography that forces many into a localism shaped by issues of cost, time 

and safety of travel (cf. McQuaid, Green and Danson, 2005) requiring some to travel considerable 

distances to the college. 

These college students are real people with real needs and aspirations. Many have been affected by 

poverty, have made poor choices or have not realised their full educational and human potential. 

But they have made choices, often in thoughtful and principled ways, and according to life plans that 

they have reason to value. They do not conform to the stereotypes of the orthodox literature and 

we argue that VET theory, policy and practice should build from their lived experiences rather than 

on fallacies and two dimensional simplifications about them. As the Nigerian novelist, Adichie (2009) 

reminds us, there is a danger in a single account: 

There is a danger iŶ ƚŚĞ ƐŝŶŐůĞ ƐƚŽƌǇ ͙ Ă ƐŝŶŐůĞ ƐƚŽƌǇ ĐƌĞĂƚĞƐ ƐƚĞƌĞŽƚǇƉĞƐ͕ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ 
problem with stereotypes is not that they are untrue, but that they are incomplete. 

They make one story, become the only story. 



By refusing the established single story, this article offers an important step towards a deeper 

account of why learners choose VET, for choose it many do. It adds empirical support, though from a 

limited sample from a specific context, to more theoretical and policy-oriented accounts that seek to 

stress that VET is, and must be seen as being about ways of building human well-being that 

incorporate but go far beyond employability and economic rationales. 
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