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In order to successfully scale up early childhood 
development (ECD) services, an estimated 
40  000 ECD practitioners,1 two thirds of whom 
are unqualifi ed, under-qualifi ed or in need of 
skills upgrading,2 need urgently to be provided 
with accredited training and skills development. 
In addition, large numbers of new ECD workers, 
destined for a wide range of roles, need to be 
recruited, provided with training and given access 
to sustainable jobs and viable career options within 
the ECD sector.3 There is thus a need to ensure 
that the institutional and policy environment 
is conducive to producing an adequate ECD 
workforce, and a professional environment that 
can support and develop it. At present, however, 
this landscape is not clear. The DG Murray Trust 
therefore commissioned background research 
on the institutional and policy landscape for the 
vocational development and training of ECD 
practitioners. 

Policy impacting on training for ECD
The overarching mandate for all policies 
concerning children comes from the Constitution, 
particularly sections 28 and 29 of the Bill of Rights. 

1  According to Linda Biersteker, in March 2012 DoSD had over 20 000 verifi ed 

practitioners in registered ECD centres (mostly pre Grade R) and there are at least as many 

unregistered practitioners (comments on the fi rst draft of this paper).

2  Richter et al. (2012: 32). 

3 See Biersteker, L. 2008a. Towards a Job Hierarchy for ECD Provision and Supervision 

in South Africa, and the Fit of Low-skill Service Providers. Human Sciences Research Council. 

Found at: www.ilifalabantwana.co.za/fi les/2012/03/Scaling_Up_Early_Childhood_

Development_in_South_Africa.pdf (Accessed 15/11/12). 

Regional and international agreements which 
have been signed by South Africa have further 
obligated the government to provide ECD services 
to the country’s children4 and subsequently many 
acts, policies and white papers have provided the 
policy framework for the provision of ECD.

One of these, the Education White Paper 5 on 
Early Childhood Development (2001)5 called for 
an integrated ECD strategy (including health 
and nutrition interventions), universal access to 
Grade R (reception year) for fi ve year-old children 
and “appropriate curricula and practitioner 
development and career-pathing”.6 The National 
Integrated Policy for ECD (NIPECD 2005-2010) built 
on these aims and included specifi c objectives 
to develop a “comprehensive human resource 
framework and plan” for ECD and “[review] and 
reform the provision of training to early childhood 
development practitioners”.7 Finally, the Children’s 
Act makes specifi c provision for Partial Care and 
ECD, setting out the obligations of the Minister 
of Social Development and other role-players to 
develop a comprehensive national ECD strategy, 
and providing norms and standards for ECD 
programmes, facilities, staffi  ng and management. 

4 Richter et al. (2012: 20).

5 Pasensie (2012: 1). 

6  Ibid. (pg. 2). 

7 The Presidency Programme to Support Pro-poor Policy Development (PSPPD). 2011. 

ECD Evaluation Workshop Report. Found at: www.psppd.org.za/.../Report_on_ECD_

evaluation_workshop_6_Sep... (Accessed 05/12/12). However, sector experts have pointed 

out that South Africa still lacks an ECD human resource development plan. 
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Perhaps more than any of its predecessors, the 
Children’s Act focuses on the provision of services to 
children in the 0–4 age bracket, setting out specifi c 
requirements on the number and qualifi cations 
of staff  working in ECD programmes, and for 
ECD centres.8 The Act is currently under review, 
with strong attempts being made to bring all the 
ECD components into a single chapter and to be 
responsive to diff erent ECD programme modalities. 
The training and qualifi cations required of ECD 
practitioners are thus set down in law, but are very 
general.9 The regulations, for example, refer to 
NQF 1 – 6 (as if all these levels are available, when 
they are not), or an appropriate ECD qualifi cation 
or three years’ experience implementing ECD 
programmes.

A number of more general laws, policies and 
frameworks are also relevant to the training and 
development of the wide array of skills and roles 
required of a comprehensive ECD workforce. These 
sometimes have a complicated history as they 
have evolved and been adapted to the emerging 
needs and policy trajectories of the country. 
The National Qualifi cations Framework (NQF), 
which was the country’s “chosen mechanism 
for setting appropriate and rigorous standards 
for qualifi cations and quality assurance and for 
widening access to education and occupational 
opportunities”,10 is a case in point. The NQF was 
passed into law as South African Qualifi cations 
Authority (SAQA) and was tasked with 
implementing the NQF. However, despite SAQA’s 
achievements, by 2001 several problems in the 
NQF’s structure and implementation gave rise to a 
review, led by local and international experts.

The NQF review made several recommendations, 
including that the NQF should have 10 levels rather 
than eight, and that a more streamlined, better 
coordinated system should be set up.11 Two of the 
objectives of the NQF are to facilitate access to, 
and mobility and progression within, education, 
training and career paths; and to enhance the 
quality of education and training. However, the 

8 See Berry et al. (2011: 32-33). 

9  Linda Biersteker, feedback on an earlier draft of this paper. 

10  Guidelines on Strategy and Priorities for the National Qualifi cations Framework (NQF), 

2011/12. (Pg. 2). Found at: www.saqa.org.za/docs/guidelines/nqf.pdf (Accessed 23/11/12). 

11  Department of Labour. No Date. Quality Council for Trades & Occupations (QCTO): 

Legislative Overview. Powerpoint presentation found at: www.fi eta.org.za/downloads/

QCTO_Legislative_Overview.pdf (Accessed 22/11/12). 

reorganisation of the government in 2009 and the 
education departments has radically altered the 
NQF and how it is interpreted and implemented. It 
is thus still challenging to understand the new NQF 
‘landscape’ given the fl ux it appears to be in. 

The Skills Development Act (97 of 1998), which set 
up the National Skills Authority and the SETAs and 
established methods of funding for skills training, 
including the Skills Levy and the National Skills Fund 
(NSF) is particularly important legislation in the ECD 
landscape. Key government planning documents 
have reiterated the government’s commitment 
to strengthening the nation’s education, skills 
and human resource base12 including the Human 
Resource Development Strategy for South Africa 
2010-2030 which has as its fi rst strategic priority 
ensuring universal access to quality ECD and 
which also commits to dramatically improving 
the effi  cacy of the SETAs. Similarly, the National 
Skills Development Strategy (NSDS III), launched in 
2011, is a key overarching strategic guide for skills 
development and provides the framework which 
informs the work of the SETAs. 

One of the most important aspects of the NSDS III 
was the introduction of professional, vocational, 
technical and academic (PIVOTAL) programmes. 
PIVOTAL programmes provide a full occupationally-
directed qualifi cation which involves both college 
or university-based theoretical learning and 
supervised practical learning in the workplace, 
taking place in professional placements, work-
integrated learning, apprenticeships, learnerships, 
internships, skills programmes and work experience 
placements. It was envisaged that these courses 
would be off ered by arrangement between a 
SETA, an educational institution (especially an 
FET college), an employer and a learner.13 In order 
for this initiative to fully “revitalise vocational 
education and training”, as intended by the NSDS 
III,14 PIVOTAL grants were also introduced, which 
were to consist of 10 percent of the mandatory 
grants paid to employers by SETAs, ring-fenced for 
PIVOTAL programmes. 

Finally, the DHET’s recent Green Paper for Post-
School Education and Training (2012) explores 

12 Ibid. 

13 NSDS III (Pg. 9). 

14 Loc Cit.
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a wide range of dynamics, problems and 
potentials with regard to FET colleges, universities, 
workplace-based learning, the NQF, SETA’s, the 
Quality Councils and so on.

Major role players in the ECD 
development and training landscape

Government Departments: National Government 
departments, particularly the Department of 
Higher Education and Training (DHET) and the 
Department of Basic Education (DBE), play a 
major role in policy development, planning 
and implementation of ECD skills development. 
They also provide major funding, guidance 
and oversight to many of the key bodies that 
actually implement various aspects of ECD skills 
development. Both departments have recently 
seen substantial growth in their budget allocations 
from the National Treasury. Provincial education 
departments also play an important oversight and 
funding role at provincial level and, along with 
other departments such as social development, 

drive key programmes such as the Expanded 
Public Works Programme (EPWP).

While it is diffi  cult to tell exactly how many ECD 
practitioners are being trained per province 
through the EPWP, the allocation of the incentive 
grants by National Treasury gives an indication of 
how resources are being allocated for social sector 
training in each province. Out of R200 million made 
available to provincial social sector departments 
in 2011/12, most went to departments of health 
for HCBC (R117.3 million). Departments of social 
development were allocated R44.5 million, most 
of which would have been spent on training 
ECD workers. The R38 million received by 
provincial education departments would have 
been put mainly towards the schools nutrition 
programme and so only impacted indirectly on 
ECD practitioner training. While large amounts of 
funding are available to provincial departments for 
social sector EPWP projects, it is concerning that 
the proportion for ECD training is relatively small, 
that there is uneven allocation to provinces which 
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Figure 1: Relationships between major role-players in the EPWP Social Sector (provincial level). 
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does not appear to refl ect need, and the capacity 
of provincial departments to manage these funds 
eff ectively is clearly constrained. 

Despite phase two of the EPWP coming to an end 
in 2014, the government still sees it as a major 
method of creating employment and providing 
skills training in key sectors, and is putting 
greater attention into how to turn short-term 
opportunities created through EPWP into longer-
term secure employment opportunities (with an 
additional R4 billion being allocated to encourage 
the creation of longer-term employment to those 
who have completed their training through the 
EPWP). The government has thus increasingly 
committed signifi cant funding to the EPWP 
and is likely to continue to do so after 2014. It is 
a key programme through which ECD training 
can be up-scaled, involving all of the role-players 
discussed in this paper. However the current short-
term nature of most EPWP jobs is unsustainable 
and is at odds with the needs of the ECD sector, 
for a long-term, committed workforce who can 
off er the consistency and continuity needed in the 

support and education of young people. The EPWP 
may therefore be a better vehicle for the training of 
ECD support services (e.g. cooks, gardeners) than 
for core ECD practitioners.15

Qualifi cations development and quality assurance 
bodies: The National Qualifi cations Framework 
(NQF) was introduced in 1995 as an ambitious 
mechanism for setting standards and undertaking 
quality assurance for a broad range of qualifi cations 
developed to meet the various needs of the country. 
The South African Qualifi cations Authority (SAQA) 
was set up to manage this system, in partnership 
with a large number of qualifi cation development 
and quality assurance partners. Early problems 
with this system led to a reformation process and 
the streamlining of these activities through the 
introduction, in 2008, of three Quality Councils. 
The Quality Council for Trades and Occupations 
(QCTO) was one such body set up to oversee this 
important role for occupational qualifi cations and 
many ECD qualifi cations are developed, quality 

15 See September (2007: 18) for a similar point. 
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Figure 2: Relationships between the NQF, SAQA, the SETAs and employers.
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assured and registered through the work of the 
QCTO.

The Sector Education and Training Authorities 
(SETAs): Introduced in 2000, the SETAs are levy-
grant institutions which oversee skills development 
needs in 20 occupational sectors. They rely on skills 
levies raised from employers, who are then given 
grants and other assistance to train their workforce 
in the key skills needs of the sector. The two SETAs 
most relevant to ECD skills development are the 
Education, Training and Development Practices 
SETA (ETDP SETA) and the Health and Welfare SETA 
(HWSETA). Importantly, organisations exempt from 
paying levies, such as NGOs and small businesses 
such as ECD centres, can qualify for discretionary 
grants from these SETAs to help develop the 
capacity of their employees or train new recruits.

Public Further Education and Training (FET) 
institutions: Hundreds of technical colleges 
scattered around the country were amalgamated 
into 50 FET colleges after 1994. The legacy of 
apartheid means that FET colleges have widely 
diff ering administrative and teaching capacity, 
with some rural colleges now being recognised 
as ‘dysfunctional’. They are being increasingly 

seen as key deliverers of ECD skills training, but 
currently only 52 percent off er any ECD-related 
training. Furthermore, most of the colleges have 
weak relationships with both the SETAs and ECD 
employers, cannot compete with private training 
providers to run learnerships and their staff  
are seldom qualifi ed at the required levels. The 
government is consequently currently making a 
concerted eff ort to reform the FET college sector. 

Conclusion
From this paper, it is clear that a wide array of 
organisations and institutions have a role to play 
in the future training and development of ECD 
practitioners.

At this stage, it is too early to tell how functional 
and infl uential the QCTO will be since it has had 
to constitute itself from nothing and since this 
process has been fairly slow. It could play a major 
positive role in developing and quality assuring 
occupational qualifi cations (unit standards) in a 
more manageable, standardised and consolidated 
way than the often haphazard and contradictory 
system of the past.

Despite a good Sector Skills Plan and evidence 
of participation in learnerships and other skills 
development activities relating to ECD, the 
HWSETA has several weaknesses that need to 
be addressed before it can fulfi l the much more 
signifi cant role it should be playing in building 
skills in the sector. For example, it does not have 
branches in every province; it has a large number 
of vacancies on its staff ; far too few of the 31 000 
member organisations submit WSPs and therefore 
qualify for grants; and there is a large surplus of 
grant money that is not being spent. 

FET Colleges and ECD Courses (percentage off ering ECD)

Eastern Cape Two out of eight colleges off er ECD courses 25%

Free State All four colleges off er ECD courses or learnerships 100%

Gauteng Three out of eight colleges off er ECD courses 38%

KwaZulu-Natal Five out of nine colleges off er ECD courses 56%

Limpopo None of the seven colleges off er ECD courses 0%

Mpumalanga None of the three colleges off er ECD courses 0%

Northern Cape One out of the two colleges off ers an ECD course 50%

North-West One out of the three colleges off ers an ECD course 33%

Western Cape All six colleges off er ECD courses or learnerships 100%

FET Colleges at a glance 

Number of Colleges 50

Number of Campuses 264

Number of Students (2012) 657 690

Funding Treasury (4.5 billion in 2011/12)
Levy-grant system
Student fees

Percent of colleges off ering 
any ECD courses

52%
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The ETDP SETA prides itself on being re-established 
with no changes by DHET during the recent period 
of SETA reformation. Having been assigned a 
specifi c leadership role on ECD training, with ECD 
centres and FET colleges falling under its ambit, 
it is an important body in terms of up-scaling 
ECD skills training. Despite a fairly weak and un-
strategic Sector Skills Plan (which is currently 
being revised), the ETDP SETA has still managed to 
contribute to the ECD training environment. This 
has happened not only through its sponsorship of 
ECD-related learnerships, internships and career 
guidance, but also through the SETA’s specifi c 
drive to support non-levy paying organisations 
to develop their skills and to support FET colleges 
to register as service providers for training. The 
recently published regulations on how SETAs must 
produce sector information and use grant money 
should be a signifi cant step towards solving many 
of the above problems.  

There is thus potential funding for ECD training 
and development sitting with a number of 
institutions including the SETAs, the social sector 
of the EPWP, and the National Skills Fund. For small 
providers, such as NGOs and CBOs, a strategic 
conversation on their future role and how they 
will access funding to support this role, is crucial. 
It is therefore important for the public institutions 
and NGOs to continue to build partnerships where 
funding, capacity and knowledge can be shared 
in a way that will make a meaningful contribution 
to the ongoing project of supplying crucial skills 
to the ECD sector at both the scale and quality it 
requires.

Andrew Hartnack is a development researcher 
and consultant with a background in social 
anthropology. He has worked widely in the 
development sector in southern Africa over the last 
decade.


