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ABSTRACT

Globally, work integrated learning (WIL) is viewed as a pedagogy and cornerstone of the higher
education curriculum. However, the South African Technical and Vocational Education and
Training (TVET) colleges produce unemployable graduates, although they include WIL in
institutional strategic directions. This article presents the barriers of the TVET sector to best
practice in five stages of WIL: 1) preparation of students for workplace learning. 2) placement of
students, 3) monitoring of students’ workplace learning, 4) assessment of students’ workplace
learning, and 5) building and maintenance of WIL partnerships. Qualitative research approaches
were used to collect data during group meetings and workshops, using reflections and discussions
with the college staff. The findings reveal that the implementation of best WIL practices in South
Africa is significantly hindered by challenges related to institutional leadership, funding, and policy
coherence. The article suggests an integrated WIL implementation framework for TVET colleges,
employers, and educators.
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INTRODUCTION

Globally, work integrated learning (WIL) is regarded as a pedagogy and cornerstone of the
higher education curriculum (Zegwaard & Pretti, 2023), as it integrates work experiences
into an academic curriculum and enhances students’ employability, which includes self-
employment. In alignment with global trends, the South African Department of Higher
Education and Training (DHET) published the White Paper on Post School Education and
Training (PSET), in 2014, which highlights the importance of linking education and the
workplace. The white paper recommends that “workplace learning must be seen as an integral

part of qualification and program design” (DHET, 2014, p. 64), and that “a key role of the skills
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system is to support efforts to implement workplace learning that complements formal
education and training” (DHET, 2014, p. 58).

Although South African Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET)
colleges include WIL in institutional strategic directions and receive financial support that
enables them to use WIL as a teaching and learning approach, their graduates continue to be
disadvantaged in the labor market (Husain et al., 2020). Several studies indicate that learners
exiting TVET colleges are not finding work easily as they are often described by employers as
lacking the skills needed (Rosen, Visher, and Beal, 2018, Husain et al., 2020; Chauke, 2023).

The production of unemployable graduates is in contradiction with the vision of the White
Paper for PSET (DHET 2014) and the National Skills Development Plan 2030 (DHET, 2019)
which expect the TVET colleges to produce competent and skilled learners that are employable
and capable of creating jobs. It is also contrary to the investment that has been made by the
DHET to fund and support the TVET sector. This article attributes the failure of the TVET
colleges to deliver on their expected mandate (DHET, 2014) to the barriers or challenges that
prevent the colleges to conduct the five stages of WIL effectively and efficiently. These five
WIL stages are: 1) preparation of students for workplace learning. 2) placement of students, 3)
monitoring of students’ workplace learning, 4) assessment of students’ workplace learning, and
5) building and maintenance of WIL partnerships. The rationale for this research is that a deeper
understanding of the barriers in five WIL stages would guide the development of a national
WIL implementation framework to address underlying factors that include the roles of

institutional leadership, funding, and policy coherence.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The study was set against the general literature on the barriers to best practice in five areas of
WIL and on the importance of institutional leadership, funding, and policy coherence.
Literature on the typologies, key elements and definition of WIL was also reviewed to guide
the study.

An analysis of documented definitions reveals that studies define WIL as an international
educational approach that blends formal academic studies with practical, work-related
experiences to enhance students' professional or career development by integrating theoretical
knowledge with real-world practice (Zegwaard and Pretti, 2023). Several studies identify the
following key aspects of WIL: Curricular integration that involves planning and purposeful
integration of academic learning and workplace practice or experiences (Smith, 2012;

Winchester-Seeto and Piggot, 2020; Ferns, et al., 2024); authentic learning that provides
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students with real-world learning experiences that are relevant to their field of study (Cooper,
Orrell and Bowden, 2010; Coll and Zegwaard, 2011; Kaider, Hains-Wesson, and Young,
2017); collaborative partnerships between educational institutions, host organizations, and
student (Coll and Zegwaard, 2011; Groenewald et al., 2011; Winchester-Seeto et al., 2016);
and development of employability skills which include technical and soft skills, such as
communication, teamwork and problem solving , which are highly valued in the workplace
(Coll et al., 2011; Martin et al., 2012; Abdullah, Muhammad and Nasir, 2021; Billette, 2022;)

The studies further indicate that WIL has diverse approaches or can take various forms
because variations in defining elements underpin terms used to describe models of WIL. These
terms include work placements, industry projects internships, co-ops, apprenticeships, service-
learning, and non-placement models such as simulated work environments. Although some
studies (Groenewald et al., 2011; Rowe and Zegwaard, 2017; McRae and Johnston, 2016;
Kaider, et al, 2017) propose a shared understanding of the meaning of each term, the terms are
used inconsistently in practice, (Zegwaard et al., 2023).

For the preparation of students before their workplace learning, studies highlight the
challenge of limited preparation that is offered and designed in an unstructured and inconsistent
manner by education institutions (Kosman, et al., 2023). In response to this challenge, studies
emphasise quality preparation of students (OECD, 2018; Ipinge, Batholmeus and Pop, 2020;
Winchester-Seeto and Piggot 2020; Chad 2020; Kosman et al., 2023). These studies
recommend the use of simulations and point out that good WIL preparation could address the
concerns raised by the world of work on the lack of readiness skills amongst students placed in
organizations.

In relation to WIL placements, the documented challenges include limited human and
financial resources, workload, time constraints, and limited placement opportunities for
students (Jackson, 2017; Rook 2017; Mokibelo and Seru 2020; Vu, Ferns and Ananthram et al.,
2021).

Explaining monitoring of workplace learning, Billette (2022) emphasises the complex and
challenging nature of monitoring WIL and explains that monitoring involves a variety of
attributes, such as “expert attributes” that go beyond routine workplace activities as well as
“conceptual, procedural, and dispositional attributes” for routine work activities. Other
identified challenges are 1) monitoring the advancement of workers towards expertise and their
ability to transfer vocational knowledge to new situations, and 2) combining theory and practice
which requires monitoring tools to cover a range of topics that include curriculum design

(Billette 2022; Simper, Gouthier and Scott, 2018). In support of monitoring-related challenges,
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Grollmann, et al., (2021) indicates that workplace supervisors may not have the expertise to
integrate curriculum-related outcomes with workplace practice.

Studies on WIL assessment reveal that assessing WIL is complex as it involves parties
and settings, external to the university and that it is problematic because of difficulties in
aligning learning activities during placements with what is or can be assessed by an educational
institution (Jackson 2017; Aijawi et al, 2020; Scholtz 2020; Boud et al., 2023). These authors
highlight the complexity of coordinating educational activities with external partners, especially
when one party drives assessment. They also attribute assessment challenges to the difficulties
of “mainstreaming WIL or embedding WIL in pedagogy and courses” (Rook, 2017, 201).

For building and maintaining WIL partnerships, studies highlight challenges that include
competing demands of stakeholders and managing expectations or understanding stakeholder
roles when implementing WIL (Rook 2017). Other challenges are time constraints, limited
resources, and capacity (Adam, Gagnier and Jones-Manson, 2022). These challenges result in
poor engagement or disinterest in the work of internal partnerships (Scher, McCowan, and
Castaldo-Walsh, 2018). In the case of external partnerships, literature notes communication
both in terms of frequency and language used (McGill et al. 2021; Penuel et. al, 2015) as
challenges.

The roles of institutional leadership, funding, and policy coherence are viewed as barriers
to best WIL practices by several studies. These studies maintain that the persistent barriers
hindering optimal WIL practices can be mitigated through dedicated funding, robust
institutional leadership, and coherent policy frameworks (Dean and Campbell, 2020; Jackson,
2025). In South Africa the need for policy-level commitment and financial investment to sustain
high placement rates and equitable outcomes is highlighted (Universities South Africa, 2025).
The findings from studies that draw on policy implementation theory (Young and Lewis, 2015;
Diem, Young and Sampson, 2019) highlight that policy success depends not only on formal
adoption but also on the capacity, agency, and will of those tasked with implementation, and
that policy texts are not passively implemented but are interpreted and translated in local
contexts. Recent models that embrace critical policy perspectives which foreground power
dynamics, discourse, and context are recommended, instead of early models that treat policy as
a linear, technocratic process, which flows from problem identification through implementation
to evaluation. Ghimire and Edwards (2024) highlight the rise of Al in education as a stimulus
for developing flexible, ethically grounded policy frameworks and suggest policies that balance

access and autonomy.
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Compared with other African TVET systems, South Africa’s WIL implementation faces
the same barriers which include limited employer placements, weak supervision/monitoring,
and uneven assessment (ETDP SETA, 2024), but these barriers are compounded by complex
coordination with SETAs and colleges that often blurs accountability. In Kenya, studies report
chronic shortages of suitable industry attachment slots, limited lecturer visits to workplaces,
and logistical barriers for students (transport, accommodation), which reduce the quality and
duration of placements (Mwaura et al., 2022). Ghana faces similar industry-linkage gaps but is
further hampered by acute resource constraints inside colleges, which include obsolete or
insufficient equipment and limited internships, so students often complete programs with
minimal practical exposure (Baraka Policy Institute [BPI], 2022). Although Nigeria’s Student
Industrial Work Experience Scheme (SIWES) institutionalizes WIL nationally, students still
encounter placement difficulties, limited supervision, employer indifference, and questions
about program duration and relevance. This signals that policy presence alone does not
guarantee coherent or high-quality implementation (Abusomwan, 2024). Taken together, South
Africa’s challenge is chiefly one of multi-actor coordination and consistent execution across
WIL processes; Kenya and Ghana grapple more with basic access to placements and training
resources; and Nigeria illustrates how a national WIL policy can exist alongside on-the-ground
bottlenecks in placement quality and oversight, pointing to a continental pattern where
employer engagement, robust supervision, and resource adequacy remain the binding
constraints.

With its focus on work placements, this paper supports the existing literature by adopting
the international definition of WIL and using the key elements as yardstick for WIL best
practice to identify the barriers to best WIL practices. The article supports studies that
attribute the implementation challenges of WIL to systemic issues related to institutional
leadership, funding, and policy coherence, all of which can be critically examined through the
lens of educational policy theory. The article confirms studies (Jackson, 2013; Rook, 2017;
Mokibelo and Seru, 2020) that highlight the complex nature of WIL which traverses work and

university spaces as a challenge.

THEORETICAL RAMEWORK
The Experiential Learning Theory (ELT) was used as the pedagogical foundation of the practice
of WIL to understand barriers to best practices because it emphasizes the importance of

involvement, experience, and engagement in the learning process. ELT suggests that learning
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is most effective when actively engaged through doing, rather than passively hearing, or seeing
information. The involvement through doing is viewed as leading to proper understanding.
This theory defines learning as “the process whereby knowledge is created through the
transformation of experience" (Kolb, 1984, p. 41). The term ‘Experiential learning’ emphasizes
the central role that experience plays in the learning process. Kolb’s (1984) concept of
experiential learning explores the four-stage cyclical pattern of all learning from experience
through reflection to conceptualization and action (Kolb 1984). Although learners can enter

at any stage of the cyclical pattern, the sequence must be followed.

Stage 1 is a concrete experience in which learners directly engage with an experience. This
study selected the college staff who had experience in facilitating WIL for college students that
do workplace learning for eighteen (18) months to satisfy the requirements of a National

Accredited Technical Education Diploma (NATED) program.

Stage 2 is reflective observation, which allows the learners to observe and reflect on the
experience from different perspectives. Dewey (1933, p. 9) explains that “reflection entails
considering past or present experiences, learning from the outcomes observed and planning
how to better approach similar situations in the future”. In this study, the college WIL staff
were asked to reflect on how they prepared, placed, monitored, and assessed students’

workplace learning and identify barriers to their best practice of the mentioned areas of WIL.

Stage 3 is abstract conceptualization. The students learn from their experience during this
phase. This study attempted to discover what the college staff learned from the reflections of
their facilitation and supervision processes of students’ workplace learning. They were

requested to share the lessons learned.

Stage 4 is active experimentation. During the active experimentation phase, the learners can
test the knowledge gained by applying knowledge to new situations. The college staff and
workplace mentors shared how they would use the lessons learned from the reflections on their
practice of WIL in NATED programs when they deal with students who have registered for

occupational programs.

The selection of ELT was appropriate for this study because the cycle and principles were used
as a guide to select the participants and formulate research questions. It was also used to
encourage the college staff to reflect on their experiences to improve the practice of the five

areas of WIL. Despite the shortcomings and suggested improvements of Kolb’s (1984) ELT,
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as pointed out by Bergsteiner, Avery and Neuman (2010), Yardley, Teunissen and Dornan
(2012), Morris (2019), and Kong (2021), the ELT guided the research process of the study

successfully and allowed the researchers to follow its stages and sequence.

CONTEXT OF THE STUDY

This research was conducted with TVET college staff that are involved in the facilitation and
management of students’ workplace learning in National Accredited Technical Education
Diploma (NATED) programs. The colleges that were involved are in nine (9) South African
provinces. During the first phase of the research two (2) colleges were selected in each province
and eighteen (18) colleges participated. The second phase involved ten (10) colleges in 8 South
African provinces. The purpose of the first phase of the research was to gather data on barriers
to best practice of WIL and validate the collected data, during the second phase, with ten TVET
colleges that were selected by the DHET and the ETDP SETA to serve as Centers of Excellence
in terms of promoting best practices in WIL and the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR). It was
planned that the validation process of the barriers in research findings of the first phase would
be used as an entry point to get confirmation, buy in, support and consensus from the ten TVET
colleges to be involved in participatory action research together with college students’
workplaces, to address the barriers to best practice of WIL. The provinces and TVET colleges
that participated in phases 1 and 2 of the study are reflected in Table 1 which is attached as
Appendix 1.

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Permission to conduct research was sought from the DHET and TVET colleges. The DHET
expressed an interest in and support for the research in the ethics approval letter. In addition,
most of the TVET College Councils granted permission to conduct the study. The South African
College Principals’ Organization (SACPO) wrote a letter for the Research Chair to get buy-in
and support in the TVET sector.

METHODOLOGY
The study is situated in the interpretive research paradigm that focuses on understanding social

phenomena through the subjective experiences and interpretations of individuals within their
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social context. This approach is grounded in the belief that social reality is not objective but is
shaped by human experiences and social interactions. The primary goal is to understand the
lived experiences and perspectives of individuals, rather than to test hypotheses or examine
causal relationships. In contrast to positivist research, which aims to establish objective truths
and causal relationships, interpretive research seeks to uncover the subjective meanings and
understandings that shape social reality. It emphasizes qualitative methods and seeks to uncover
the meanings and understandings people ascribe to their lives and behaviours. This study used
qualitative research approaches to explore concepts related to WIL and understand the opinions
or experiences (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016) of TVET college staff.

Research was conducted in two (2) phases. The first phase involved data gathering on
barriers to best practice of WIL. Eighteen (18) focus group interviews were conducted with
college WIL staff in nine (9) South African provinces. Studies note that focus groups offer
several benefits in research, including the ability to gather in-depth qualitative data efficiently,
explore nuanced perspectives, and uncover insights that might not be revealed through
individual interviews (Nyumba, et al., 2018, Taherdoost, 2021). In this study, focus groups
were used to facilitate discussions and to capture diverse perspectives on WIL staff experiences.
They encouraged participants to share their experiences and opinions about barriers to their best
WIL practice in a more open and comfortable setting. They also allowed for rich discussion and
probing which resulted in group consensus around the barriers that were identified.

Group dynamics were again used when the identified barriers during phase 1 were validated
with ten selected TVET colleges in phase 2 of the research. Two meetings and one workshop
were used to discuss and validate the presented research findings that were derived from phase
1. The use of group meetings is supported by Goodall and Barnards (2015), who indicate that
group meetings between co-researchers who have been brought together for a common purpose
serve to generate in-depth data on a topic. The meetings, in this study, allowed the college project
leaders from ten TVET colleges to express their opinions in relation to the barriers to best WIL

practice, and to discuss possible solutions.

The use of eighteen (18) focus groups in phase 1, and workshops with ten project leaders in

phase 2, was appropriate for the study as the purpose was not to generalize the findings, but to use

the findings to plan for interventions that would improve the practice of the five identified areas of

WIL. Purposive sampling was used to select participants with knowledge and experience in the

practice of WIL. The use of purposive sampling allowed the researcher to “decide what needs to be

known and sets out to find people who can and are willing to provide the information by knowledge

and experience” (Etikan, Musa, and Alkassim, 2016, p.2)
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DATA ANALYSIS

Data relating to WIL practice were analyzed qualitatively. The data was coded and transformed
into a set of meaningful, cohesive categories. Emerging themes were aligned to the practice of
five (5) areas of WIL. The process of summarizing and representing data was done to provide
a systematic account of the recorded information and to enable researchers to classify, organize
and interpret data. Thematic analysis was used as it is considered a popular method for
analyzing qualitative data (Strauss and Corbin 1990; Bowen, Rose and Pilkington 2017; Lerigo-

Sampson, 2022). Emerging themes that were identified are presented in the section below.

PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS

This section discusses the research findings and links the barriers to best practice of five WIL
stages to Kolb’s (1984) Experiential Learning Theory. Table 2, which provides a summary of
the linkages between the ELT and five WIL stages, is attached as an Appendix.

Theme 1: Barriers to good preparation of students for workplace learning
The reflections of the college staff in phase 1 of the research revealed inadequate preparation
that involved students in one-day-long orientation or induction.
"Only one session is provided to prepare students who are leaving the college to do
workplace learning" (Statement from group 3).

“No task books are available for NATED programmes” (Statement from group 5).

“The placement unit is responsible for preparing WIL students” (Statement from
group 6).

The group discussions revealed that there are no structured and time-tabled work readiness
programs and that short orientations are done only when students are about to exit the college.
It was also mentioned that there are no standardised procedures for preparing students for the
workplace.

These barriers prevent students from engaging in Kolb’s (1984) abstract conceptualisation
and active experimentation as they are not provided with opportunities to learn theories,
frameworks, and workplace readiness skills, and test them through practice activities such as
simulations, role-plays, and projects.

The challenge of limited preparation, offered and designed in an unstructured and

inconsistent manner, confirms the findings by Kosman, et al., (2023) who noted the same
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practice in other education institutions. This challenge also confirms the concerns on the lack
of readiness skills amongst placed students.

This research supports studies that advocate for the quality preparation for WIL (Bates
and Bates, 2013; Dwesini, 2014; Grace and O’Neil, 2014; Rayner and Papakonstantinou, 2015)
as it reveals the barriers to draw the attention of stakeholders to address them. The research
highlights that the practice of preparing students in TVET colleges is in contradiction with the
definition of WIL because the preparation phase does not use WIL as an educational approach
that involves planning and purposeful integration of academic learning and workplace practice
or experiences, as pointed out in the literature (Smith, 2012; Winchester-Seeto and Piggott,
2016; Ferns, et al., 2024). The research also reveals lack of shared responsibility because WIL
is regarded as the responsibility of the administrative staff of the placement unit or Student
Support Services, as they report to the Deputy Principal: Registration Services or Deputy
Principal: Innovation and Development who is responsible for partnerships. The Deputy
Principal: Academic Services and the academic staff of the college are not involved in WIL.
The result of this structural barrier is that WIL is conducted as an administrative only function
for student placement, and not an academic requirement for curriculum embedding. In addition,

preparation is not done collaboratively as workplace mentors are not involved.

Theme 2: Barriers to effective placement of students in workplaces

The college staff reported lack of human and financial resources for work placements.

“I am the only placement officer now, and I am responsible for placing students that are in five
campuses of this college” (Statement from group 11).

The colleges place a limited number of students. Most students find placement opportunities on
their own and sometimes find themselves in inappropriate workplaces. Limited placement
opportunities were also reported.

“Our college is in a small rural town that lacks workplaces, especially for Tourism
students" (Statement from group 7).

The implications for unplaced students and students that are in inappropriate workplaces is that
they are not involved in Kolb’s (1984) stage of concrete experience as they do not engage in
authentic workplace tasks, and apply classroom knowledge in real-life contexts, to gain first-

hand experience.
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The limited placement opportunities for students are documented in several studies
(Mokibelo and Seru 2020; Rook, 2017; Vu et al., 2021). This study supports the studies that
indicate that not all students are placed in appropriate workplaces and highlights the need to
explore innovative ways to deliver WIL and skills development that meets the evolving needs
of employers today. Such ways of bridging the gap between the world of work and education
institutions might include the integration of WIL with technology, consideration of other

modalities of WIL, and the use of simulated work environments.

Theme 3: Barriers to effective monitoring of students’ workplace learning.
Some of the college staff confirmed that student visits posed a challenge when they stated that:

“Students in NATED programmes are monitored by their workplaces, we sometimes
visit students in NCV programmes who are placed for short periods when we do
our five-day industry exposure” (Statement from group 17).

“Lecturers are reluctant to monitor students during their “five-day industry exposure in June /July
holidays because they are not given additional remuneration for using their vacation.” (Statement
from group 13).

“There are no monitoring guidelines for WIL, and one or two placement officers cannot be
expected to place many students and monitor their workplace learning” (Statement from group 1).

The statements of the college staff indicated that workplace learning is not regarded as an
extension of learning from college to the world of work. Consequently, college students who go
out for workplace learning are not visited and monitored by the colleges as they are not registered
students. They are regarded as employees of the workplace. The perception that workplace
learning is employment rather than learning results in monitoring being left in the hands of
workplaces who are not well-informed about the learning outcomes of college academic
programs. Other mentioned challenges were limited human resources, time constraints, and
absence of standardised monitoring guidelines and tools.

The reported barriers prevent students from engaging in Kolb’s (1984) stage of reflective
observation as students are not given opportunities to learn through supervision, mentoring,
feedback, and journals. Such lack of opportunities prevents students from reflecting on
meaningful learning experiences or performance, learning from the outcomes observed, and
planning how to better approach similar situations in the future.

There are differences in the findings of this study and other studies. While other studies
highlight the challenges of monitoring practices and processes (Rook, 2017; Grollmann, et al.,

2021; Billette 2022)., the findings of this study reveal challenges that result in and from non-
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monitoring of students' workplace learning. Non-monitoring of students is not documented as
studies recommend collaborative, regular review, and periodic monitoring of workplace
learning by all relevant stakeholders, especially in the light of a rapidly changing workplace
(Grollman et al., 2021; Zegwaard and Pretti, 2023). Supporting these studies, this study

advocates for effective monitoring of students' workplace learning.

Theme 4: Barriers to effective assessment of students’ workplace learning.
The following reflections of the college staff indicated that some of the students were not
assessed properly.

“For NATED courses, there are no set criteria and assessment tools because the students have
completed N4 - N6. Once they have finished their course work, they complete a form and bring it
back to the administration and the examination officer who sends it to the Head Office of the
DHET in Pretoria, and they get their Diploma”. (Statements from 11 groups)

“A current weakness in the system is that students are not getting evaluated on their internships,
they do not return to the college after having completed the internship”. (Statement from groups
12 and 14).

“It is the responsibility of the Student Support Services only to assess how the placement is
progressing by just doing site visits”. (Statement from groups 4 and 13).

The statements of the college staff revealed that the main barrier to best assessment practices is
non-alignment of curriculum outcomes to the expectations of the workplace which results in a
mismatch between what the TVET Colleges offer to students and what is expected from students
in the world of work. This situation results in uncoordinated and disintegrated assessment which
makes it difficult to understand and decide what to assess and how to assess workplace learning,
hence there are no standardised assessment guidelines and tools.

The barriers highlight non-involvement of students in Kolb’s (1984) stage of abstract
conceptualisation as it is impossible for them to consolidate reflections and experiences into
structured knowledge, and link theory with practice in assessments in the form of reports and
presentations.

A study by Jackson (2017) attributes the challenges relating to workplace performance to
the complex nature of WIL, and notes that WIL is not simply a process of students engaging in
work experience with the hope that it will result in employability. Instead, it is an educational
process, service, and experience, with foundational pedagogy and theory (Knight and Yorke,

2008) and can be aligned with the processes and outcomes of experiential learning (Kolb, 1984).
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The findings on assessment practices are not in line with the South African HEQSF (2012,
p. 49) which states that “workplace-based learning must be properly structured, properly
supervised and assessed.” The findings also contradict studies that suggest that students must
be provided with employer feedback (Al-Bashir, Kabir and Rahman, 2016) and opportunities
to reflect on their workplace learning experience during assessments in their classroom setting
(CHE 2011; Cooper et al., 2010; Mesuwini, et.al, 2023). In support of these studies, this study
encourages the use of reflection on workplace experience and inclusion of employer feedback

in assessment tasks.

Theme 5: Barriers to the formation of strong WIL partnerships

The findings revealed that the lack of close working relationships between the college and
workplaces in terms of preparing, placing, monitoring, and assessing students, is an overarching
barrier. The reported barriers include structural barriers that need the attention of the DHET as
they are beyond the control of the colleges, a lack of regular communication, information sharing
or engagement, and reluctance to sign Memoranda of Understanding (MoUs) by external

stakeholders.

"An MOU is an indicator for partnerships, but industry partners are reluctant to sign
MOU:s. Due to limited communication with and advocacy to our partners, there is not
enough time to explain to them the importance of signing MOUs and that, signing
doesn't mean that they will share their profits with us and/or will have negative legal
implications" (Statements from a group of college project leaders).

The lack of close working relationships prevents the TVET colleges and student employers to
engage in Kolb’s (1984) stages of active experimentation and concrete experience, as they are
deprived of meaningful opportunities to collaborate, pilot, and evaluate new strategies, and refine
approaches based on shared experiences. This is a limitation that does not only constrain WIL
partnerships and innovation, but also perpetuates reliance on outdated WIL practices.

The findings contradict the recommendations of establishing strong WIL partnerships as
suggested by several studies (DHET, 2014; UNESCO 2016; OECD, 2018; Green, et al, 2023).
This study supports the research that advocates for the removal of the barriers by all relevant
stakeholders (Rook 2017; Scher et al, 2018; McGill et al. 2021; Adam, Gagnier, and Jones-
Manson, 2022) through forming strong WIL partnerships.
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EDUCATIONAL IMPLICATIONS FOR WIL STUDENTS IN SOUTH AFRICAN TVET
COLLEGES

When the five stages of work-integrated learning (preparation, work placements, monitoring,
assessment, and building and maintenance of partnerships) are inadequately implemented in
South African TVET colleges, students’ learning and professional development are
significantly compromised. Poor preparation limits students’ readiness for the workplace,
reducing their ability to connect theoretical knowledge with practical expectations (Winchester-
Seeto and Piggot 2020; Chad 2020; Kosman et al., 2023). Inadequate work placements restrict
exposure to authentic industry environments, undermining skill acquisition and reinforcing
inequities in access to experiential learning (Jackson, 2017; Mokibelo and Seru 2020; Vu et al.,
2021). Weak monitoring systems reduce opportunities for formative feedback, leaving
students without guidance to improve workplace performance ((Billette 2022; Simper et al,
2018; Grollmann, et al., 2021). Insufficient assessment practices compromise the recognition
of workplace competencies and impede employability (Aijawi et al, 2020; Scholtz 2020; Boud
et al., 2023). Finally, ineffective partnership building and maintenance with industry limit
placement availability and diminish employer confidence in TVET graduates (Jackson, 2017;
Scher, McCowan, and Castaldo-Walsh, 2018; Vu et al., 2021). Collectively, these deficiencies
perpetuate the theory—practice gap, reduce student motivation and confidence, and weaken the

capacity of TVET colleges to produce work-ready graduates.

RECOMMENDATIONS

To guide national WIL implementation at South African TVET colleges, the country needs a
framework that addresses multiple levels, which are policy alignment, institutional readiness,
industry engagement, student learning, and monitoring/evaluation. The framework must
integrate theory, practice, and policy, and ensure that WIL is structured, scalable, and

contextually relevant for South African TVET colleges.

Proposed Framework for Work Integrated Learning
The proposed framework is conceptualized as a layered, stacked model that delineates the
progression from national policy to student impact, while incorporating a continuous feedback

loop for system-wide improvement.
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Policy and Governance (National Level)

At the apex of the framework lies the Policy and Governance layer, situated at the national
level. This layer is informed by key policy instruments such as the National Skills Development
Strategy III (NSDS III) and the Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET) Work-
Integrated Learning (WIL) Guidelines. Its primary role is to establish national standards,
provide funding allocations, and enforce regulatory compliance, thereby shaping the enabling
environment for effective WIL implementation across the system. For this component, the
focus must be on national coordination, funding, and compliance, with explicit theoretical and

policy alignment to the NSDS III and the DHET WIL guidelines.

Institutional Capacity (TVET College Level)

The second layer of the framework is Institutional Capacity, located at the Technical and
Vocational Education and Training (TVET) college level. This layer emphasizes the integration
of WIL within curricula, the professional development of academic staff, and the establishment
of WIL coordination units. Functionally, it represents the input layer within the logic model,
comprising the resources, systems, and institutional structures required to facilitate effective
WIL implementation. The focus here must be on strengthening staff capabilities, embedding
WIL into curricula, and developing robust monitoring systems, while conceptually linking these

dimensions to the input and activity components of the Logic Model.

Industry Engagement (Employers and Stakeholders

The third layer is Industry Engagement, which foregrounds the role of employers and external
stakeholders. This layer involves the creation of partnerships that provide student placements,
the training of workplace mentors, and mechanisms for quality assurance. Anchored in Kolb’s
Experiential Learning Theory (ELT), this layer primarily enables Concrete Experience, which
is central to applied learning and the development of work-ready graduates. The industry
engagement component must therefore focus on building sustainable partnerships, ensuring the
quality of placements, and aligning workplace exposure with skills requirements, underpinned

by Kolb’s experiential learning principles.
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Student Experience and Learning

The fourth layer, Student Experience and Learning, constitutes the core of the WIL process. It
encompasses student preparation, mentoring, reflective practice, and assessment, all of which
are integral to deep learning. This layer is conceptually linked to the full cycle of Kolb’s ELT
as well as Lundy’s model of participation, thereby ensuring that students’ voices are
authentically represented in program design and evaluation. In this way, it positions students
not merely as beneficiaries, but as active participants in shaping their learning journeys. The
primary focus of this layer must therefore be on preparation, reflection, and assessment, with

explicit theoretical grounding in Kolb’s experiential cycle and Lundy’s participation model.

Monitoring and Evaluation (Feedback Loop
The final layer is Monitoring and Evaluation, which functions as both the bottom layer and a
feedback loop. This layer systematically tracks outputs (e.g., student placements and
partnerships), outcomes (e.g., skills acquisition and employability), and broader impacts (e.g.,
workforce development and national capacity building). By feeding evidence of progress and
challenges back into the policy and institutional layers, this layer ensures continuous
improvement, accountability, and sustainability of the WIL system. The focus of this
component must be on assessing outcomes, measuring long-term impact, and institutionalizing
feedback mechanisms that reinforce the Logic Model’s outputs and outcomes, thereby
supporting continuous improvement.

The visual conceptual framework diagram showing the flow from policy to impact (Figure
1), is attached as Appendix 2. The arrows show top-down implementation and bottom-up
feedback. The colours are blue for policy with an icon of the government building, green for
institution with an icon of the college, orange for industry with an icon of the factory or office,
yellow for student with an icon of the student and purple for evaluation with an icon of the

magnifying glass.

CONCLUSION

The fragmented implementation of WIL in South African TVET colleges underscores systemic
weaknesses that directly affect student outcomes. Across the five stages of WIL, students
experience constrained opportunities to develop workplace readiness, demonstrate

competencies, and gain exposure to authentic industry contexts By systematically addressing
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deficiencies in preparation, placement quality, monitoring, assessment, and partnership
development, TVET colleges can enhance the integration of theory and practice, improve
graduate employability, and fulfil their mandate to equip students with both technical
competence and workplace adaptability. The proposed layered and integrated framework for
WIL offers a coherent national model for strengthening WIL within the TVET system, ensuring

alignment between policy intent, institutional practice, industry needs, and student outcomes.
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APPENDICES

Table 1: Provinces and TVET colleges that participated in phases 1 and 2 of the study

Phase 1 of the research Phase 2 of the research
No. Province TVET College TVET college
1. Eastern cape Buffalo City; Ikhala Ikhala; Buffalo City
2. Free State Maluti; Motheo Goldfields
3. Gauteng Ekurhululeni West; Sedibeng Western (Westcol)
4. KwaZulu Natal Majuba; Thekwini Majuba
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5. Limpopo Capricorn; Letaba Vhembe; Lephalale
6. Mpumalanga Gert Sibande; Nkangala Ehlanzeni
7. Northern Cape Northern Cape Urbam (Did not participate — replaced with
Buffalo City College)
Northern Cape Rural
8. Northwest Orbit; Vuselela Vuselela
9. Western Cape West Coast West Coast
College of Cape Town

Table 2: Linking Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory to five stages of WIL.

WIL Stage

Kolb’s ELT Stage(s)

Explanation

1. Preparation of
students for workplace
learning

Abstract
Conceptualisation &
Active
Experimentation

Students learn theories, frameworks, and workplace
readiness skills, then test them through practice activities
(simulations, role-plays, projects).

2. Work placements

Concrete Experience

Students engage in authentic workplace tasks, applying
classroom knowledge in real-life contexts and gaining first-
hand experience.

3. Monitoring of

students’ workplace
learning

Conceptualisation

, Reflective Through supervision, mentoring, feedback, and journals,
students’ workplace . . .
. Observation students reflect on their performance and learning.
learning
4. Assessment of Students consolidate reflections and experiences into
Abstract

structured knowledge, linking theory with practice in
assessments (e.g., reports, presentations).

5. Building and
maintenance of WIL
partnerships

Active
Experimentation &
Concrete Experience

Institutions and employers collaborate, trial new strategies,
and refine approaches based on shared experiences to
strengthen partnerships.

Figure 1: The proposed visual conceptual framework diagram showing the flow from

policy to impact.
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