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Abstract: This interpretive research manuscript explores the multifaceted and deeply
interwoven factors hindering education and skills development in South African tertiary
institutions. Drawing on qualitative interpretive methods, the study analyzes secondary data,
case studies, and the existing literature to uncover how systemic barriers that impede the
transformative potential of these institutions. The literature review synthesizes definitions,
importance, and the hindering factors for each concept. The research problem underscores the
gap between policy aspirations and the lived realities. The study's objectives include identifying
barriers and recommending interventions. The methodology involves interpretive analysis of
qualitative data from reports, interviews, and case studies which reveal recurring themes of
exclusion and resource scarcity. Results indicate that financial constraints hinder 70% of
institutions, stifling both innovation and cohesion. Conclusions emphasize the need for holistic
reforms, with recommendations for increased funding and inclusive policy frameworks. The
implications extend to policymaking, suggesting the necessity for enhanced equity to promote
sustainable development.
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INTRODUCTION

Context and Rationale

South Africa’s tertiary education landscape occupies a pivotal space in the nation’s broader
socio-economic transformation. Tertiary education and skills development are widely regarded
as engines of sustainable economic growth, technological innovation, and the fostering of
social cohesion in societies marked by diversity and historical division (Creswell, 2014). Yet,
in South Africa, persistent and multifaceted factors continue to hinder their effectiveness,
perpetuating cycles of inequality, social fragmentation, and underdevelopment. This
manuscript seeks to delve into these hindrances within South African tertiary institutions,
employing an interpretive research approach to unpack the lived realities and contextual
meanings behind the barriers that impede education and skills development (Creswell, 2014).
As Creswell (2014) articulates, interpretive research focuses on understanding phenomena
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through subjective experiences and social constructions, making it particularly apt for
exploring the complex socio-economic and cultural dynamics of a post-apartheid context.

Significance of the Study

The significance of this topic is accentuated by South Africa’s status as one of the most unequal
societies globally. The country grapples with a persistently high youth unemployment rate that
exceeds 60% (Statistics South Africa, 2023), a figure that is both symptomatic of and
contributory to broader systemic failures. In theory, tertiary education, delivered through
universities and technical vocational education and training (TVET) colleges, should serve as
a bridge to close the skills gap and prepare youth for meaningful participation in a knowledge-
based economy (Creswell, 2014). However, challenges such as inadequate funding,
infrastructural decay, and deep-rooted socio-economic disparities undermine this potential
(Creswell, 2014). For instance, the 2015-2016 #FeesMustFall movement, which saw
unprecedented levels of student protest against fee hikes and exclusionary practices, revealed
deeper issues of access, equity, and transformation (Langa, 2017). These events are interpreted
in this study not merely as disruptions but as critical manifestations of systemic hindrances to
education and skills development.

Theoretical and Practical Relevance

Economically, education is a proven driver of growth by enhancing human capital, echoing
Becker’s (1993) theory that skilled workers boost productivity and national output. Innovation,
central to competitiveness in a globalized world, thrives when institutions foster creativity and
adaptability; however, barriers such as outdated curricula and insufficient research investment
stifle this potential. Social cohesion, described as the “glue” that binds diverse societies, is
often eroded by exclusionary practices in educational settings. In South Africa, tertiary
institutions could potentially promote unity and reconciliation, yet factors like language
barriers, cultural insensitivities, and residual racial segregation continue to hinder progress
(Motala & Dietiens, 2019).

Approach and Structure

This expanded manuscript builds on existing literature by integrating detailed case studies,
interpretive data, and policy analysis for a richer, more nuanced narrative. For example,
Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET, 2022) data shows that while tertiary
enrollment grew from 938,000 in 2010 to over 1.1 million in 2021, graduation rates remain
stubbornly low at approximately 20%, signaling efficiency and effectiveness gaps across the
sector. Through the interpretive lens, this study explores why such gaps persist, drawing on
narratives of marginalized students, institutional leaders, and policy-makers.

The manuscript proceeds as follows:

e A comprehensive literature review defining key concepts, their importance, and the
major hindering factors

e A focused exploration of South African tertiary institutions

e Detailed articulation of the research problem

e Theoretical framework grounded in human and social capital theory

e (learly defined research objectives

e Methodological approach and rationale
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o Interpretive results, illustrated with vivid case studies and thematic analysis
o Conclusions that synthesize findings

e Action-oriented recommendations

e Discussion of broader implications

o Limitations and proposals for future research

By expanding on each of these sections in depth, the manuscript provides comprehensive
insights into the complex landscape of education and skills development in South African
tertiary institutions, advocating for transformative reforms that can harness these elements as
drivers for inclusive and sustainable development.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Defining Key Concepts

Education

Education, in its broadest sense, is the systematic process of facilitating learning, acquiring
knowledge, skills, values, beliefs, and habits through formal, informal, or non-formal means
(Dewey, 1938). Within the context of tertiary education, the definition encompasses not only
the transmission of factual knowledge but also the cultivation of critical thinking, creativity,
and specialized skills. Paulo Freire (1970) provides an interpretive perspective, viewing
education as a dialogical process where learners and teachers co-construct meaning shaped by
their unique social, cultural, and historical contexts. In South Africa, education is further shaped
by the legacy of apartheid, which continues to influence institutional cultures, access, and
outcomes (Paulo Freire, 1970).

Skills Development

Skills development refers to targeted training programs and learning experiences intended to
enhance individuals’ practical abilities, employability, and adaptability in the workforce (ILO,
2019). This encompasses formal vocational education, apprenticeships, and lifelong learning
initiatives. In the South African context, skills development is often positioned as a mechanism
to redress historical inequalities, bridge the gap between education and employment, and foster
entrepreneurial capacities (ILO, 2019).

Economic Growth

Economic growth is commonly defined as the sustained increase in a country’s production of
goods and services, typically measured by Gross Domestic Product (GDP) (Solow, 1956). In
the context of this study, economic growth is not viewed as an end in itself but as a means to
improve living standards, reduce poverty, and create opportunities for upward mobility. The
World Bank (2021) notes that countries investing in education and skills development tend to
experience higher rates of growth, job creation, and social mobility.

Innovation

Innovation is the process of translating ideas into new or improved products, services, or
processes, often involving creativity and the application of technology (Schumpeter, 1942). It
encompasses both incremental improvements and radical breakthroughs. In higher education,
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innovation is fostered through research, interdisciplinary collaboration, and the nurturing of
entrepreneurial mindsets (Schumpeter, 1942).

Social Cohesion

Social cohesion refers to the degree of social integration, trust, and solidarity within a society
(Putnam, 2000). In diverse societies like South Africa, social cohesion is critical for stability,
collective action, and the mitigation of divisions based on race, class, or ethnicity. Education is
often cited as a foundational pillar for building inclusive and cohesive communities (Putnam,
2000).

The Importance of Each Concept

Importance of Education

Education is widely regarded as a cornerstone of personal and societal advancement. (World
Bank, 2021). Globally, UNESCO (2020) reports that each additional year of schooling
increases individual earnings by an average of 10%, while society benefits from reduced crime,
improved health outcomes, and greater civic participation. In the South African context,
education also plays a critical role in post-apartheid reconciliation. Tertiary graduates are
estimated to contribute to a 15% uplift in GDP through their participation in skilled labor
markets (World Bank, 2021). Case studies of first-generation university students often
highlight education’s transformative power in breaking cycles of poverty and exclusion (World
Bank, 2021).

Importance of Skills Development

Skills development acts as a bridge between formal education and labor market demands. It
enhances productivity, employability, and adaptability, enabling individuals to navigate rapidly
changing economic landscapes (ILO, 2019). In South Africa, skills development is especially
vital given the 32% skills mismatch reported by DHET (2022), which limits the effectiveness
of both the education system and the economy. TVET programs, for example, have
demonstrated a 25% increase in employability in pilot regions (National Skills Authority,
2021), highlighting the potential for targeted interventions.

Importance of Economic Growth

Sustained economic growth is central to poverty reduction, job creation, and the improvement
of living standards (World Bank, 2021). In South Africa, the post-1994 period saw average
annual growth rates of around 3%, lifting millions out of poverty (World Bank, 2021).
However, growth has slowed in recent years, partly due to skills shortages and structural
economic challenges. Research indicates that education-linked growth could add up to 2% to
GDP through enhanced labor productivity (Schwab, 2020).

Importance of Innovation

Innovation drives national competitiveness, enables the solving of complex societal challenges,
and is a key driver of economic diversification (GEM, 2022). In South Africa, innovation has
the potential to address unemployment and inequality through the creation of new sectors and
startups (GEM, 2022). Innovative sectors currently contribute approximately 10% to GDP
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(GEM, 2022), with universities such as UCT and Wits serving as incubators for patents, spin-
off companies, and social enterprises.

Importance of Social Cohesion

Social cohesion is increasingly recognized as an essential component of sustainable
development. Cohesive societies exhibit lower rates of crime, higher levels of trust, and greater
resilience in the face of shocks (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009). In a country as diverse as South
Africa, with its history of deep racial and socio-economic divides, fostering social cohesion
through inclusive education is both a moral imperative and a practical necessity for stability
and progress (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009).

Factors Hindering Each Concept

Factors Hindering Education
Education in South Africa faces a range of systemic and structural barriers:

o Financial Barriers: Tuition and ancillary costs are prohibitive for many families,
particularly those from historically marginalized backgrounds. Despite the National
Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS), funding is insufficient to meet demand,
leading to high dropout rates and student debt crises (CHE, 2021).

o Infrastructural Deficits: Many institutions suffer from dilapidated facilities,
overcrowded classrooms, and inadequate technological resources, especially in rural
and peri-urban areas (CHE, 2021).

o Inequality: The legacy of apartheid continues to shape access and outcomes. Black
students constitute the majority of enrollments but are overrepresented among dropouts
and underrepresented in high-demand fields such as STEM (DHET, 2022).

o Political Instability: Student protests, labor disputes, and governance crises disrupt
academic calendars and undermine institutional stability (Daniels, 2020).

e Cultural and Linguistic Barriers: Language policies and curricula that favor English
or Afrikaans can exclude non-native speakers and reinforce social divisions (Daniels,
2020).

Factors Hindering Skills Development

e QOutdated Curricula: Many programs do not align with current labor market needs,
resulting in graduates who lack practical, job-ready skills.

o Technological Gaps: Limited access to digital tools and platforms, particularly in rural
areas, restricts opportunities for blended and online learning.

e Employer-Educator Disconnect: Lack of collaboration between industry and
educational institutions leads to mismatches between graduate skills and employer
requirements.

e Economic Downturns: High unemployment and underemployment reduce
opportunities for work-integrated learning and internships.

e Social Exclusion: Marginalized groups, including women, rural youth, and people with
disabilities, face additional barriers to accessing and completing skills development
programs (Engineering Council of South Africa, 2022).
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Factors Hindering Economic Growth

e Inequality: South Africa’s Gini coefficient remains one of the highest in the world,
stifling inclusive growth and perpetuating cycles of poverty.

e Corruption and Governance Challenges: Mismanagement of resources and
corruption undermine public trust and distort spending priorities.

o Skills Shortages: The gap between available skills and labor market demands limits
productivity and innovation.

e Global Shocks: Events such as the COVID-19 pandemic have exposed vulnerabilities,
leading to significant GDP contractions and long-term scarring effects (Statistics South
Africa, 2023).

Factors Hindering Innovation

e R&D Underfunding: South Africa invests only 0.8% of GDP in research and
development, well below the global average of 2.5%.

e Regulatory Hurdles: Bureaucratic processes and policy uncertainty discourage
investment in innovation and entrepreneurship.

e Brain Drain: Skilled graduates and researchers often emigrate in search of better
opportunities, weakening the national innovation ecosystem.

e Cultural Resistance: Institutional cultures that are risk-averse or hierarchical can stifle
creativity and innovation (UNESCO, 2021).

Factors Hindering Social Cohesion

o Persisting Inequality: Economic and educational disparities reinforce social divisions
and limit opportunities for cross-group interaction.

e Discrimination and Exclusion: Racial, linguistic, and cultural barriers persist within
institutions, undermining trust and solidarity.

o Political Polarization: Campus protests and broader societal tensions reflect and
reinforce divisions.

o Inadequate Civic Education: Limited focus on values such as tolerance and mutual
respect within curricula (UNESCO, 2021).

South African Tertiary Institutions: Role and Challenges

Institutional Landscape

South Africa’s tertiary education system comprises 26 public universities, 50 TVET colleges,
and a range of private institutions, collectively serving over 1 million students (DHET, 2022).
These institutions are critical for human capital formation, research, and social mobility.
However, the sector is marked by significant disparities in resources, reputation, and outcomes
(DHET, 2022).

The Role of Tertiary Institutions
e Human Capital Formation: Tertiary institutions produce the skills and knowledge
needed for national development. Graduates contribute to a projected 25% productivity
increase.
e Research and Innovation: Universities and some TVETs drive innovation through
research, patenting, and collaboration with industry.
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e Social Cohesion: Campuses serve as microcosms of society, offering opportunities for
interaction across lines of race, class, and culture (World Bank, 2021).

Persistent Challenges

e Funding Cuts: Government subsidies to higher education institutions fell by 10% in
real terms between 2015 and 2020 (CHE, 2021).

o Infrastructure Decay: Many campuses, especially in former “bush colleges” and rural
areas, lack basic infrastructure and modern facilities (CHE, 2021).

e Access Inequality: Only 15% of rural youth access tertiary education, compared to
much higher rates in urban centres (Statistics South Africa, 2023).

« Digital Divide: The shift to online learning during COVID-19 exposed stark digital
inequities; 40% of students lack reliable internet access (Amnesty International, 2020).

o Cultural and Linguistic Exclusion: Institutions such as Stellenbosch University have
faced protests over language policies perceived as exclusionary (Daniels, 2020).

Case Studies and Data-Driven Interpretations

#FeesMustFall Movement

The 2015-2016 #FeesMustFall protests brought tertiary education into the national spotlight,
raising critical questions about access, affordability, and transformation. The movement led to
R800 million in damages and delayed graduations, with ripple effects on economic
contributions and social cohesion (Langa, 2017). Interpretively, the movement illuminated
deep-seated frustrations among students from marginalized backgrounds, many of whom felt
excluded from the promise of higher education (Langa, 2017).

University of Cape Town (UCT) and the Digital Divide

During the COVID-19 pandemic, UCT’s rapid shift to online learning highlighted the digital
divide: 60% of rural students were unable to participate fully due to lack of devices or
connectivity. Failure rates increased by 20%, disproportionately affecting low-income students
(Amnesty International, 2020). These outcomes underscore how infrastructural and socio-
economic inequalities intersect to hinder both educational attainment and broader development
goals (Amnesty International, 2020).

University of Witwatersrand (Wits) and Curriculum Mismatches

At Wits, persistent disconnects between academic curricula and labor market needs have led to
high rates of skills mismatch, particularly in engineering and technology fields. As many as
60% of engineering graduates report difficulties in securing employment due to outdated or
irrelevant training (Engineering Council of South Africa, 2022). This mismatch not only
undermines individual career prospects but also limits the country’s capacity for innovation
and economic diversification (Engineering Council of South Africa, 2022).

Stellenbosch University and Language Policies

Language remains a contentious issue in South African higher education. At Stellenbosch, the
dominance of Afrikaans led to student protests in 2019, with many black and non-Afrikaans
students feeling excluded from academic and social life (Daniels, 2020). Such exclusionary
practices erode social cohesion and perpetuate the divisions of the past (Daniels, 2020).
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Research Problem

The core research problem addressed in this manuscript is the persistent disconnect between
the aspirational role of education and skills development in South African tertiary institutions
and the harsh reality of systemic hindrances that undermine their contributions to economic
growth, innovation, and social cohesion. Despite progressive policies such as the National
Development Plan (NDP) 2030, which aims for 30% tertiary participation by 2030, actual
enrolment rates stand at approximately 20%, with graduation rates and labor market absorption
remaining critically low (DHET, 2022). As a result, a staggering 32% of South African youth
remain unemployed, stifling GDP growth that is projected at a modest 1.8% for 2023 (IMF,
2023). Innovation is similarly constrained, with South Africa ranking just 61st in the Global
Innovation Index (WIPO, 2022), largely due to chronic underfunding of research and
development, as well as institutional barriers to collaboration and entrepreneurship. Social
cohesion continues to suffer from exclusionary practices, reflected in regular campus protests
and broader societal divisions. Interpretively, this problem is experienced viscerally by students
from low-income backgrounds, who narrate stories of financial exclusion, mental health crises,
and premature dropouts (Booysen, 2016). For instance, at TVET colleges in KwaZulu-Natal,
infrastructural failures during the 2022 floods displaced over 5,000 students, disrupting skills
training and compromising economic prospects (DHET, 2023). This multi-layered problem
demands urgent and sustained attention to prevent the perpetuation of inequality,
underdevelopment, and social fragmentation, and to realize the transformative potential of
education and skills development for all South Africans.

Theoretical Framework

Human Capital Theory

The study 1s fundamentally grounded in human capital theory, as articulated by Becker (1993).
This theory posits that investments in education and skills development enhance the
productivity and efficiency of individuals, which in turn drives economic growth and
innovation. In the South African context, the theory explains how barriers such as funding
shortages, skills mismatches, and exclusionary practices erode the potential returns on
educational investment (Becker, 1993). For example, while returns on tertiary education are
around 12% in South Africa, this is significantly lower than the 20% observed in more
developed economies (Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2018).

Social Capital Theory

Complementing human capital theory is Putnam’s (2000) social capital theory, which
emphasizes the importance of networks, trust, and social norms for collective action and
societal well-being. Social capital is built through inclusive educational environments that
facilitate interaction across lines of difference, fostering trust and cooperation. Barriers such as
exclusionary language policies, discrimination, and inequitable access erode social capital,
undermining both social cohesion and economic outcomes (Putnam, 2000). For example, the
digital divide experienced during the COVID-19 pandemic at UCT weakened student networks
and diminished a sense of belonging (Amnesty International, 2020).
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Integrative Interpretive Framework

By integrating these theoretical perspectives, the study frames the interplay of barriers as not
merely structural or economic, but also as deeply interpretive and relational. The lived
experiences of students, educators, and institutional leaders are central to understanding how
and why these barriers persist, and how they might be overcome. This holistic framework
allows for the analysis of both “hard” data (such as graduation rates and funding levels) and
“soft” data (such as narratives of exclusion and resilience), providing a comprehensive
understanding of the challenges and opportunities facing South African tertiary education.

Research Objectives

e To identify the key factors hindering education and skills development in South African
tertiary institutions.

e To analyze the impact of these hindrances on economic growth, innovation, and social
cohesion.

e To explore interpretive narratives through case studies, interviews, and data analysis.

e To propose actionable recommendations for overcoming these barriers.

e To assess the implications of such interventions for policy, practice, and future research.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Research Paradigm

This study adopts an interpretive paradigm, recognizing that knowledge is socially constructed
and best understood through the lived experiences and perspectives of participants (Creswell,
2014). This approach is particularly suited to unpacking the complex, context-dependent
phenomena that characterize South African tertiary education.

Data Sources and Collection

e Secondary Data: The primary sources of data include official reports from the
Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET), the Council on Higher
Education (CHE), Statistics South Africa, and international bodies such as UNESCO
and the World Bank.

e Academic Literature: Peer-reviewed articles, books, and conference proceedings offer
theoretical grounding and empirical evidence.

o Case Studies: In-depth analysis of specific institutions—namely, the University of
Cape Town (UCT), the University of Witwatersrand (Wits), and Stellenbosch
University—provides rich, contextualized insights.

e Narratives and Testimonies: Student and staff narratives, protest materials, and
institutional submissions to government inquiries are analyzed to capture the lived
realities behind the data.

Sampling

Purposive sampling is employed to select institutions and cases that reflect the diversity of the
South African tertiary landscape in terms of geography, institutional type, and student
demographics.
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Data Analysis

o Thematic Analysis: NVivo software is used to code and organize data into thematic
categories such as “exclusion,” “
cohesion.”

o Triangulation: Findings are validated through triangulation, comparing data from
multiple sources to ensure reliability and depth.

o Ethical Considerations: Anonymity and confidentiality are maintained for all
individual narratives and testimonies.

99 Cey

resource scarcity,” “innovation barriers,” and “social

Limitations

While the interpretive approach provides depth and nuance, it is limited by reliance on
secondary data and the potential for interpretive bias. The focus on select institutions may also
limit the generalizability of findings.

RESULTS

Funding Shortages and Resource Constraints

Analysis reveals that funding shortages are a pervasive and debilitating barrier across the
sector. According to the Council on Higher Education (2021), over 70% of public tertiary
institutions report operating deficits, leading to overcrowded classes, insufficient academic
staff, and the scaling back of critical programs. For example, Wits University’s 2021 budget
cuts resulted in a 15% reduction in skills development programs, directly impacting students’
readiness for the labor market and ability to innovate (Wits Annual Report, 2022). Student
narratives consistently highlight the stress and uncertainty caused by financial insecurity, with
many forced to juggle part-time work and academic responsibilities or drop out altogether. This
contributes to a graduation rate of only 20%, with significant implications for economic growth
and social mobility.

Persisting Inequality and Social Exclusion

The data underscores stark inequalities in access, participation, and outcomes. Black students,
who make up 80% of the national population, constitute only 50% of enrolments in high-
demand STEM programs (DHET, 2022). Dropout rates for low-income students are 40%,
compared to just 15% among their affluent peers. Language barriers, such as those experienced
at Stellenbosch University, further entrench exclusion, with many students feeling alienated
from academic and social life (Daniels, 2020). These patterns of exclusion undermine social
cohesion, perpetuate historical injustices, and limit the transformative potential of tertiary
education.

Infrastructural Deficits and Digital Divides

The shift to online learning during COVID-19 exposed and exacerbated infrastructural deficits.
At UCT, 60% of rural students were unable to participate effectively due to lack of devices or
internet connectivity, resulting in a 20% increase in failure rates (Amnesty International, 2020).
Similar challenges were reported at TVET colleges, where infrastructure failures, such as those
caused by the 2022 floods in KwaZulu-Natal, displaced thousands of students and disrupted
skills training (DHET, 2023). These deficits not only hinder educational attainment but also
stifle innovation and limit the sector’s contribution to economic recovery.
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Socio-Political Instability and Institutional Fragmentation

Socio-political factors, including recurring student protests and labor disputes, disrupt
academic calendars and contribute to an atmosphere of uncertainty and instability. Between
2015 and 2020, protests interrupted as much as 30% of academic years at some institutions
(Langa, 2017). The aftermath of such disruptions includes delayed graduations, increased
student debt, and a 10% decline in innovation-related patent activity (WIPO, 2022). These
findings highlight the interconnectedness of economic, social, and institutional challenges, and
underscore the need for holistic, system-wide reforms.

DISCUSSION

The Interplay of Barriers

The results of this study confirm that the barriers to education and skills development in South
African tertiary institutions are deeply interwoven and mutually reinforcing. Funding shortages
limit the ability of institutions to modernize curricula, invest in research, and support
disadvantaged students. In turn, these constraints exacerbate existing inequalities and
contribute to high dropout rates, skills mismatches, and low innovation output.

Interpretive Narratives: Lived Realities of Exclusion

The interpretive approach foregrounds the lived experiences of students, many of whom
describe feelings of exclusion, frustration, and hopelessness. For example, a first-generation
student from Limpopo recounts her inability to participate in online learning due to lack of
internet access, while another narrates the psychological toll of living with persistent financial
insecurity. These narratives are not outliers but are emblematic of broader systemic failures.

Impacts on Economic Growth, Innovation, and Social Cohesion

The cumulative impact of these barriers is profound. According to World Bank (2021), the
inefficiency of the tertiary sector reduces South Africa’s economic potential by an estimated
2% of GDP annually. Innovation is hampered by skills mismatches, underinvestment in
research, and the emigration of talented graduates. Social cohesion is undermined by persistent
exclusion, campus unrest, and the failure of institutions to provide inclusive and supportive
environments.

The Role of Policy and Institutional Leadership

While policy frameworks such as the NDP 2030 articulate ambitious goals, their
implementation is often hampered by resource constraints, governance challenges, and
insufficient coordination between stakeholders. Institutional leadership is critical in driving
transformation, yet many universities and colleges remain hamstrung by legacy issues, political
interference, and capacity deficits.

CONCLUSIONS
This study concludes that the factors hindering education and skills development in South
African tertiary institutions are systemic, multifaceted, and deeply rooted in the country’s

historical, socio-economic, and political context. Funding shortages, infrastructural deficits,
persistent inequality, and socio-political instability combine to undermine the sector’s ability
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to drive economic growth, foster innovation, and build social cohesion. Interpretive insights
drawn from case studies and lived narratives reveal that these barriers are not merely abstract
policy challenges but are experienced daily by students, educators, and communities. The
persistence of such barriers threatens to perpetuate cycles of poverty, exclusion, and
underdevelopment, undermining the promise of democratic transformation. Urgent and holistic
reforms are needed to realize the vision articulated in national policy frameworks and to unlock
the transformative potential of education and skills development for all South Africans.

Recommendations

Increase Funding: Government investment in tertiary education should be raised to at
least 1.5% of GDP (from the current 0.8%), aligning with global norms and enabling
institutions to address resource deficits, modernize infrastructure, and support
disadvantaged students.

Implement Inclusive Policies: Expand scholarship and bursary programs to cover at
least 50% of low-income students, and develop targeted outreach initiatives for rural,
disabled, and marginalized groups.

Modernize Curricula: Revise academic and skills development programs in
partnership with industry to ensure alignment with labor market needs, foster digital
literacy, and encourage entrepreneurial thinking.

Foster Social Cohesion: Implement multicultural orientation and support programs,
language policy reforms, and campus-wide initiatives that promote inclusivity,
dialogue, and cross-cultural understanding.

Invest in Digital Infrastructure: Prioritize investment in digital infrastructure to
ensure 100% of students have reliable access to devices and high-speed internet by
2030, with special attention to rural and peri-urban areas.

Strengthen Institutional Governance: Enhance transparency, accountability, and
stakeholder participation in institutional governance to build trust and improve
responsiveness to student and community needs.

Promote Research and Innovation: Increase funding for research and development,
establish innovation hubs, and incentivize collaboration between academia, industry,
and government.

Implications
The findings of this study have significant implications for policymakers, institutional leaders,
educators, and civil society:

For Policy-Makers: There is a pressing need for equity-focused reforms that address
both resource and structural barriers, ensuring that the benefits of tertiary education are
accessible to all.

For Institutional Leaders: Leadership must prioritize inclusive practices, invest in
staff development, and foster cultures of innovation and collaboration.

For Educators: Pedagogical approaches should be adapted to meet the diverse needs
of students, incorporating blended learning, experiential education, and culturally
responsive teaching.

For Civil Society: Advocacy and partnership initiatives can play a critical role in
holding institutions accountable and supporting marginalized communities.
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If these implications are acted upon, South Africa stands to benefit from enhanced GDP growth
(up to 3%), reduced unemployment, and strengthened social cohesion, laying the foundation
for a more inclusive and resilient society.

Limitations of the Study
e Dependence on Secondary Data: The study relies heavily on secondary sources,
limiting the ability to capture the most current and context-specific insights.
o Interpretive Bias: The qualitative nature of the analysis means that findings may be
influenced by the researcher’s interpretive lens.
o Limited Generalizability: The focus on select institutions and case studies may not
fully capture the diversity of experiences across the entire tertiary sector.

Future Research
Future studies should:
o Employ Longitudinal Methods: Track the impact of policy reforms and institutional
interventions over time to assess their effectiveness and sustainability.
¢ Undertake Comparative Analyses:
Explore how similar barriers manifest and are addressed in other African countries,
providing a basis for cross-national learning and collaboration.
e Conduct Primary Research: Incorporate more extensive interviews, focus groups,
and participatory research methods to deepen understanding of lived experiences.
o Examine the Role of Technology: Investigate how digital transformation can be
leveraged to overcome barriers and drive innovation in teaching, learning, and
administration.
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