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How does education 
currently affect 
employment opportunities 
in the economy?
Education’s main role in the economy is through its 
impact	on	productivity.	This	is	reflected	in	wages,	but	
also	in	the	ability	of	firms	to	successfully	compete	
in	the	market.	If	productivity	is	too	low,	firms	cannot	
compete against cheaper imports. Even when 
international competition is not the issue, production 
processes would tend to be capital intensive when 
labour’s productivity is low. One of the ways in which 
the lack of education constrains employment is 
because of the imbalance in the skills mix. A modern 
economy	requires	skilled	people	across	many	firms	
and	industries;	these	skills	are	often	combined	
with the employment of less skilled people as well. 
A shortage	of	senior	or	middle	managers,	or	of	
engineers or accountants, prevents some investment, 
whether domestic or international, from taking place.

Figure 1 illustrates the distribution of the population 
by age at the time of the 2011 census. It is clear that 
younger cohorts have far greater levels of education 
than the older cohorts (the slight decline for some 
qualifications	for	younger	cohorts	is	because	
some of them are still in education), so the labour 
force is continually being strengthened with more 
educated cohorts replacing less educated cohorts. 
However, in a stagnant economy, the opportunities 
for younger cohorts to get jobs and to learn on the 
job	to	supplement	their	school-based	skills	is	limited:	
Education cannot be the stimulator of growth, but in a 
situation	of	growth,	its	benefits	are	more	obvious.	

Even though average education levels are rising 
rapidly, there are still severe problems in education 
quality in much of South Africa’s education system. 
This is particularly the case for lower levels of 
education,	where	the	basic	foundations	are	often	
poorly	laid,	as	reflected	for	instance	in	the	fact	
that only 22% of grade four children reach the 
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Figure 1: Qualifications by age (Birth Cohort), 2011
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low international benchmark for reading, which is 
associated with being able to read for meaning.   

It is less common in modern economics to pay 
much attention to entrepreneurship as a separate 
factor of production, along with land, labour and 
capital.	This	may	in	part	reflect	the	dominance	of	
US thinking in economics, where the presence 
of	the	necessary	“animal	spirits”	is	often	simply	
assumed. It is clear in developing countries that 
entrepreneurship	is	not	always	present	in	sufficient	
quantities. The relationship between education and 
entrepreneurship is not clear, but it is likely that most 
of the entrepreneurial activity in the most dynamic 
parts of a modern economy requires a combination of 
entrepreneurship and technical know-how.

Overview of current 
education constraints 
that impede employment 
growth in the economy
Education constraints relate to both the fact that 
too few South African youths complete post-school 
education and training, particularly university degrees, 
and the poor quality of education early in the school 
career, which limits the ability of children to learn to 
their full potential. SA’s performance in the Progress in 
International Reading Studies (PIRLS), an international 
test of reading and literacy, shows that Grade 5 children 
in SA are far behind most participating countries 
(though only a few African countries participated). 

Constraints in South 
African schools relate in 
large measure to what 
happens in the classroom 
Resources are	necessary,	but	insufficient	to	ensure	
good teaching and learning. In recent years, resources 
(particularly textbooks and workbooks) have become 
more commonly available. 

Firstly, classroom problems relate to how much 
teachers teach. We know from a number of sources 
that less than half the school periods of an average 
primary	school	child	are	used	for	teaching:	Teachers	
could be absent from the school, absent from the 
class, or simply not be teaching. One could see that 
as children losing 100 days of the approximately 
200 days	that	they	spend	at	school	every	year.	

Another	important	deficiency	in	our	schools	is	that	
many teachers do not have full mastery of the subject 
content they are teaching. This was illustrated by 
the Southern and Eastern Africa Consortium for 
Monitoring Education Quality (SACMEQ) study that 
showed that some Grade 6 teachers could not even 
answer some of the mathematics questions that they 
should be teaching. 

A similar problem relates to how teachers teach, 
i.e. pedagogy. This is particularly problematic when 
it comes to the most foundational skills, teaching 
reading and writing in home language in the 

Figure 2: SA Performance in reading in the international context
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Foundation	Phase	(Grades	1	to	3).		Efforts	within	the	
Department of Basic Education (DBE) and through a 
non-governmental organisation (NGO), Funda Wande, 
to improve this situation are showing some promise, 
but there is still a long road ahead. 

One could mention many other problems in our 
education system, but if those mentioned above 
can be tackled successfully, we would make much 
progress. The impact on the labour force and 
therefore on employment, though, will be quite slow.

Recommendations 
on innovative policy 
intervention programmes 
to unlock barriers
One of the reports of the National Education 
Evaluation and Development Unit (NEEDU) asked 
whether the issue is that teachers can’t, or is it that 
teachers won’t. NEEDU concluded that it is mainly the 
former, which points to the need for support to rectify 
the situation. Such support should naturally include 
pre-service and also in-service training of teachers. 
However, it should be noted that international 
evidence is not very positive about changing teacher 
behaviour through in-service training.

In his 2019 State of the Nation Address (SONA), 
President Ramaphosa stated the government’s 
intention that, within ten years, every ten-year-old 
would be able to read for meaning. We will make 
little progress towards achieving this important 
commitment if we do not measure progress. 
Widespread testing of reading in the Foundation 
Phase is essential to determine what progress is 
being made, but also to determine which schools 

and teachers require support. Fears about teacher 
sensitivities should not prevent us from ensuring the 
right of every child to a proper educational foundation. 
We do not necessarily require a national censal 
evaluation, as was attempted with the Annual National 
Assessments	(ANA),	but	rather	a	dipstick	approach:	
Subject	advisers	and	other	district	officials	should	
have tools they can use to see where the problems lie, 
to be able to provide the necessary support.

School principals hold immensely important positions 
in our education system. Well-functioning schools 
can in many instances be directly attributed to 
parental involvement (which happens more readily 
in middle-class communities) or to a principal who 
takes	seriously	his/her	role	of	providing	instructional	
leadership, i.e. leadership related to learning 
outcomes. It is essential that school principals 
should be held accountable for this, more so than 
for many of the bureaucratic responsibilities which 
often	get	greater	attention.	This	requires	greater	
monitoring at the district level of how much learning 
takes place. 

One way in which greater parental interest in school 
quality may be elicited is to follow an example that was 
instituted by an NGO in India. They published short 
readings in newspapers, and informed readers that 
a child, in say Grade 3, should be able to read such 
texts aloud and understand what they have read. This 
allows at least some community members to test for 
themselves whether their school is doing its job well in 
teaching their children.  

I have spoken mainly about improving the quality of 
education, starting in the early grades. This remains 
the priority, but its impact on the labour market 
will be slow - which does not mean that it can be 

Table 1: Percentage of grade 12 students in two groups taking technical subjects

Black African White
2002 2018 2002 2018

Woodwork 0.6 5.8
Building-related 0.2 0.7
Metalwork-related 0.2 1.9
Motor-related 0.4 3.0
Electrical-related 0.6 1.1 2.3 2.1
Agricultural (other than Agric Science) 0.2 0.4 1.3 2.0
Engineering-related 0.1 2.1 4.2 5.2
Design 2.1 4.1 16.4 28.3
Computer-related 1.0 3.8 20.6 34.2
Technical	maths/science 1.7 4.5
Any of the above 3.6 8.1 40.8 55.8
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neglected. But there is an area in which much more 
can be done to prepare South African children for a 
modern economy. In an as-yet unpublished report for 
a committee of the National Planning Commission, my 
colleagues Martin Gustafsson, Kholekile Malindi and 
I	found	large	differences	in	the	extent	to	which	white	
and black African students took technical subjects in 
matric62. Moreover, while there had been an increase 
from 3.6% to 8.1% in black African students taking any 
of these subjects, this is still far less than the 55.5% 
of white matriculants taking any of these subjects. 
The	greatest	differentials	relate	to	computer-related	
subjects and design. Clearly, before we go to the 
trouble of introducing coding to very young children, 
something can be done about improving access to 
computer-based subjects for secondary students, 
an important skill for a modern economy. 

62 For reasons discussed in our report, we exclude Consumer Studies, Hospitality Studies and Agricultural Science.

Who should drive 
the recommended 
interventions?
These	interventions	should,	in	the	first	place	be	the	
responsibility of the DBE, but provincial education 
departments need not wait for the national 
department before undertaking much of this. 
Naturally, the Department of Planning, Monitoring and 
Evaluation (DPME) also has a major role to play.


