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Abstract  

This article, rooted in Paulo Freire’s transformative framework, critically 

examines Technical Vocational Education and Training (TVET), challenging 

the conventional emphasis on powerful knowledge. Instead, it forefronts 

contextual factors to unravel power dynamics, privilege, and social inequalities 

within the educational landscape. The primary aim is to engage in dialogues 

illuminating issues of power and social justice, offering insights to foster more 

inclusive and equitable TVET practices. Embracing a Freirean lens, the research 

article actively seeks transformative practices within TVET by emphasising the 

potential of dialogue, collaboration, and critical consciousness. It moves beyond 

merely describing students’ suffering and disappointment, focusing on the 

intrinsic aspect of Freirean ideas—the development of consciousness through 

dialogic processes. By incorporating the voices and perspectives of TVET 

students, the article aims to construct an alternative conceptualisation of TVET 

education. The article illustrates how dialogues contribute to developing a 

counterculture of resistance and struggle, aligning with Freire’s theory. It 

emphasises the transformative power of dialogue in addressing students’ lived 

experiences, struggles, rights, aspirations, and disappointments. This approach 

aligns with Freire’s belief that dialogue catalyses positive change and 

empowerment in education. 
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Introduction and Background   

This article delves into the experiences of National Certificate (Vocational) (NC)(V) 

Technical Vocational Education and Training (TVET) college graduates in the Eastern 

Cape, specifically exploring the aftermath of their education. Originating from a broader 

PhD research endeavour titled “Vocational Education and Training at a Crossroads: The 

Aftermath of the TVET College on Graduates in South Africa” (Majola 2023), this study 

scrutinises the challenges faced by these graduates and critically examines the 

implications of graduating with a TVET qualification.  

In response to the 2013 White Paper by the Department of Higher Education and 

Training (DHET), this study interrogates the efficacy of the policy in addressing the 

multifaceted challenges faced by TVET college students. Concerns raised in the existing 

literature, including works by Powell (2021), McGrath et al. (2020), Ngcwangu (2019), 

Balwanz and Ngcwangu (2016), Zipin, Fataar, and Brennan (2015), and Van der Bijl 

and Lawrence (2019), question the policy’s emphasis on economic growth and job 

creation over the holistic needs of students. The study seeks to challenge the 

assumptions in this policy framework, advocating for a more profound examination of 

its implications. 

Powell and McGrath (2019) contend that the employability agenda fails to address the 

intricate capability deprivations experienced by South African youth in low socio-

economic urban townships. Powell (2012) further advocates for a human development 

approach, prioritising people over the economy and highlighting social justice, human 

rights, and poverty alleviation in skills development and vocational education and 

training (VET). This study critically examines the White Paper’s approach to addressing 

challenges faced by TVET college students, aligning with Powell’s (2021) assertion that 

policymakers inadequately consider the perspectives of those directly affected. While 

referencing Vally and Motala (2017), it is essential to clarify that their critique differs 

from Powell’s perspective. Vally and Motala focus more on structural limitations within 

capitalism and the inherent constraints of market-led economic systems. Unlike 

Powell’s emphasis on social justice and human rights, Vally and Motala are sceptical of 

human rights discourses, viewing them as insufficient in addressing the barriers 

presented by market-driven economic structures. Despite these distinctions, this 

research maintains a stance that prioritises students’ voices over disconnected 

policymakers and researchers, ultimately aiming to challenge the existing discourse and 

foster transformative change with an overarching goal of pursuing social justice in 

education. 

Drawing inspiration from Powell and McGrath’s call for a human development 

approach, the study aligns with scholars such as Mabunda and Frick (2020), Van der 



Majola, Powell, and Jordaan 

3 

Bijl and Lawrence (2019), Matenda (2020), and Mitcham (2021), who underscore the 

challenges faced by NC(V) TVET graduates, particularly in labour market 

discrimination. The focus shifts towards a social justice-oriented perspective that 

prioritises the voices of students over distant policymakers and researchers. The study 

aims to amplify the lived experiences of these graduates to foster transformative change. 

Mabunda and Frick (2020) argue that NC(V) TVET graduates face numerous 

challenges, with labour market discrimination being a significant barrier. Van der Bijl 

and Lawrence (2019), Matenda (2020), and Mitcham (2021) assert that these graduates, 

coming from disadvantaged backgrounds, encounter biased attitudes from employers 

who prefer graduates from traditional universities (Mabunda and Frick 2020). Despite 

their dedication and competence, these graduates often experience marginalisation and 

limited opportunities (Rogan and Papier 2020). Moreover, inadequate support from the 

government and private sector compounds their struggles, impeding their access to 

employment, training, and necessary resources for entrepreneurial pursuits, thereby 

hindering their ability to break free from the cycle of socio-economic hardship 

(Mitcham 2021; Papier et al. 2019). 

Furthermore, the study extends its foundation from Powell’s scholarship, particularly 

her scrutiny of the purpose of vocational education and training and the role of TVET 

colleges in establishing meaningful opportunities. This sets the groundwork for the 

incorporation of the Freirean framework. Drawing from recent articles in Education as 

Change authored by Sinwell (2022) and John (2020), which exemplify the effectiveness 

of community-based movements and dialogue in driving social change, this article 

aspires to contribute to the creation of a more equitable and democratic society by 

engaging TVET students. It highlights the pertinence of Freire’s theory in probing the 

social justice implications within TVET education and endeavours to provide insights 

that transcend conventional narratives. 

To navigate the intricate landscape of TVET education, the article turns to the Freirean 

approach as a guiding light, placing significant emphasis on critical reflection, dialogue, 

and social change. This article utilises the concept of praxis, which is central to the 

Freirean approach, to comprehensively understand the dynamic of issues faced by 

TVET students, which include employability and social status. It contributes to the 

ongoing dialogue by engaging the experiences of NC(V) graduates within community 

TVET.  

We integrate the voices and viewpoints of TVET students to propose a new 

understanding of TVET education. Our study demonstrates how dialogues foster a 

counterculture of resistance, echoing Freire’s theory. By emphasising the transformative 

potential of dialogue, it addresses students’ experiences, struggles, rights, aspirations, 

and disappointments. 
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TVET Colleges, TVET Curriculum, and Students in South Africa  

Terblanche and Bitzer (2018), Powell (2014), Akoojee (2016), and Buthelezi (2018) 

emphasise that the primary mission of South African TVET colleges is to meet the 

country’s human resource needs while addressing social injustices inherited from 

apartheid. According to Buthelezi (2018), TVET colleges provide vocational education 

and training focused on specific occupations or careers to enhance employability, 

earning praise for equipping students with skills needed in skilled trades and addressing 

skills shortages. Terblanche and Bitzer (2018) state that the NC(V) programmes offered 

by TVET colleges aim to produce artisans and tackle skills shortages, contributing to 

the development of a skilled workforce to address South Africa’s economic challenges. 

In the face of South Africa’s persistent challenges of unemployment, inequality, and 

poverty, the Human Resources Development Council (HRDC) (2014) asserts that a 

well-functioning TVET system can effectively address these issues. A robust TVET 

system provides access to high-quality technical vocational education for both young 

people and adults, enhancing employability and addressing unemployment, poverty, 

and social inequality. The underlying assumption is that TVET graduates will receive 

support in securing sustainable livelihoods. This perspective is shared by Allais (2012) 

and Balwanz and Hlatshwayo (2015), emphasising that the purpose of a TVET system 

is to create opportunities for individuals to acquire skills, knowledge, and values for 

lifelong learning. Consequently, it becomes crucial for the curriculum to cater to the 

needs of learners, industry, and the broader community or society. 

Critiques of the TVET Curriculum 

Gamble (2006, 2016) and Young and Gamble (2006) have examined the foundation of 

the TVET curriculum and knowledge in South Africa. They argue that the government’s 

emphasis on economic growth and attracting capital investments has led to the adoption 

of an outcomes-based education approach. This approach prioritises education based on 

labour market needs, but it has faced criticism for focusing on specific outcomes or 

skills rather than the teaching and learning process (White 2018). Additionally, it has 

been accused of treating TVET education as a commodity in the market, rather than 

prioritising quality education for students. Consequently, this approach may exacerbate 

educational inequality by disregarding the diverse needs of students (McGrath et al. 

2020). 

As a result, education is seen as a commodity for producing skills and knowledge for 

employers, undermining the potential of public education to be emancipatory. Young 

and Gamble (2006) emphasise the importance of pursuing powerful knowledge in 

schools and TVET colleges, originating from the work of educational scholars such as 

Basil Bernstein (2000) and Michael Young (2008). They highlight the significance of 

education in providing students with knowledge that fosters critical thinking and 

transcends their social backgrounds. Young (2008) discusses powerful knowledge as 

knowledge that equips learners with the language and skills necessary to engage in 
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various discussions, including those about politics and morality. Maude (2015) further 

defines powerful knowledge as knowledge that empowers individuals intellectually and 

offers new perspectives and reliable explanations of the world. Essentially, powerful 

knowledge underscores the transformative potential of education in empowering 

learners with the knowledge and skills to navigate and comprehend the world around 

them (Young 2008). 

Gamble (2006, 2020) contends that the current TVET curriculum in South Africa 

favours abstract, theoretical knowledge over practical, hands-on skills, aligning more 

with an academic approach. However, this approach can pose challenges for students 

from working-class backgrounds who may struggle with elaborate language codes. 

Gamble (2006) suggests that the TVET curriculum should strike a balance by 

incorporating both conceptual and practical knowledge. While the TVET system must 

produce job-ready graduates, Gamble emphasises that this should not come at the 

expense of broader educational objectives, such as critical thinking and intellectual 

empowerment. To achieve this, the TVET curriculum should offer practical, 

experiential learning opportunities that equip students with a diverse range of skills for 

both employability and further education. By doing so, the TVET system can address 

the needs of the economy while providing students with the powerful knowledge 

necessary to succeed in a rapidly changing world. 

Powell’s (2014) study sheds light on the dominance of quantitative research in the field 

of TVET knowledge and curriculum development, which overlooked the perspectives 

and experiences of TVET students. This limited approach hindered a comprehensive 

understanding of their learning experiences and impeded the creation of an education 

system that addresses poverty, inequality, and social justice. While there have been 

some changes in recent years, with the increased inclusion of qualitative and theoretical 

work, the body of research centring on student voices in TVET remains limited (Papier 

and McGrath 2020). This perpetuates social inequalities and reinforces the prevailing 

ideology, underscoring the need for a transformative education system. 

The prevailing understanding of TVET in South Africa is primarily influenced by 

productivist approaches (McGrath 2012) and the human capital theory (Motala and 

Vally 2014). Productivism views TVET as a means to produce skilled workers who 

contribute to the nation’s economic growth, emphasising specific occupational training 

and technical expertise (McGrath 2012). In contrast, the human capital perspective sees 

TVET as an investment in individuals and society, emphasising the development of 

skills and knowledge necessary for success in the labour market (Vally and Motala 

2017). The dominant approach to TVET revolves around producing graduates who can 

meet the country’s economic needs (Balwanz and Ngcwangu 2016; Powell 2021), 

reflecting a focus on economic priorities. However, it is vital to recognise that this 

productivity-oriented emphasis overlooks the fundamental aspects of well-being, 

human development, and social transformation of TVET students (Powell and McGrath 
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2019). This should be considered long-term objectives in addressing the pervasive 

challenges of poverty and social inequalities (McGrath et al. 2020). 

Freirean Approach, Advancing TVET Students’ Voices  

This article embraces the Freirean framework to underscore the pivotal role of student 

voices in TVET research, drawing on key concepts from Paulo Freire’s scholarship. 

Shaped by his experiences with poverty and social inequality in Brazil, Freire’s insights 

into power dynamics and oppression form the crux of his work (Freire 1970), as 

highlighted by hooks (1994). Notably, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970) and 

Education for Critical Consciousness (1974), both seminal contributions to education 

theory, introduce groundbreaking ideas challenging prevailing social relationships in 

education. The article specifically engages Freirean concepts, including generative 

themes, which ignite critical reflection and action, and conscientisation. Furthermore, 

insights from We Make the Road by Walking: Conversations on Education and Social 

Change (1990) with Myles Horton enrich the discussion on community engagement and 

participatory learning, key aspects of Freirean pedagogy. Through the application of 

these concepts, our article seeks to cultivate transformative learning experiences, 

empowering TVET students to challenge existing social structures and embody the 

principles embedded in Freire’s pedagogy of hope.  

Drawing from Freire’s educational theory, we place a central emphasis on dialogue, 

critical reflection, and social change (Freire 1970, 1996, 1974; Freire and Horton 1990). 

At the core of his theory is the concept of praxis, a fusion of reflection and action, 

considered crucial for learners to engage with the world critically and 

transformationally. Adopting Paulo Freire’s critical framework to comprehend TVET 

education, our article diverges from the dominant assumption of powerful knowledge 

rooted in the Bernsteinian understanding (Allais 2006, 2012; Gamble 2006), and it is 

driven by a commitment to promote social justice in education (O’Brien 2009). Freire 

contends that through critical pedagogy, individuals cultivate an awareness of their 

personal and social reality, facilitating critical engagement (Freire 1970, 14). This 

approach allows for the prioritisation of student voices, the promotion of critical 

consciousness, and the empowerment of students to challenge prevailing social, 

economic, and political structures that perpetuate inequality. Freire’s theory provides a 

framework for understanding TVET education not only as a means of imparting 

technical skills but also as a vehicle for social transformation and emancipation. By 

embracing Freire’s principles, the article advocates for a pedagogy that fosters critical 

thinking, encourages dialogue, and empowers learners to become agents of change 

within the TVET sector.  

In the TVET environment, it is essential to recognise and embrace students’ social 

experiences, promoting collaboration among them to facilitate mutual learning from 

their diverse perspectives. We trust that adopting a Freirean framework would provide 

a powerful tool for understanding the role of TVET in advancing social justice and 

human development (Freire 1970, 1974). By highlighting the significance of praxis, 



Majola, Powell, and Jordaan 

7 

conscientisation, and dialogue, policymakers and government entities can leverage 

Freire’s theory to develop a TVET curriculum and programmes that are deeply 

connected to human development, equipping students with the agency to sustain 

themselves even in the absence of formal employment. Fundamentally, Freire asserts 

that education should equip students with the tools to critically examine the world and 

devise solutions to their challenges (Freire 1970, 1974). By incorporating these 

principles into TVET education, students can develop not only technical skills but also 

critical thinking abilities and a sense of empowerment. This approach fosters a holistic 

understanding of education as a means of personal and societal transformation, aligning 

with Freire’s vision of education as a tool for liberation and social change. 

Global literature has increasingly embraced the utilisation of Freirean theory in 

understanding TVET. Works by Porres, Wildemeersch, and Simons (2020), Bencze and 

Carter (2019), Porres (2017), Dale and Hyslop-Margison (2010) highlight the 

significance of critical reflection, dialogical learning, and transformative action in 

TVET (Bencze and Carter 2019). These studies emphasise the importance of creating 

learning environments that promote critical reflection, collaboration, and active 

engagement (Porres, Wildemeersch, and Simons 2020). By integrating Freirean 

concepts, this literature emphasises the nurturing of critical consciousness, dialogical 

learning, transformative action, and learner empowerment within TVET. These studies 

emphasise the potential of Freire-inspired pedagogical approaches to address social 

inequalities, promote critical thinking, and foster active participation and agency among 

TVET students. 

In South Africa, several studies have utilised the Freirean approach to drive social 

transformation in individuals and communities. For instance, John (2020) examines the 

application of Paulo Freire’s pedagogical framework to address xenophobia, 

emphasising critical consciousness, dialogue, and empathy as transformative tools. 

Similarly, Sinwell (2022) explores the implementation of Freire’s principles in South 

Africa, highlighting their potential to empower marginalised communities, tackle social 

inequalities, and promote post-apartheid transformative education. These studies 

underscore the importance of critical consciousness, dialogue, and praxis in these 

endeavours. 

In the context of South Africa, the application of Paulo Freire’s theory to understand 

TVET has been limited, yet noteworthy studies have utilised the Freirean approach to 

critically examine the underlying principles of TVET in the country. Hodkinson (1998) 

advocates for prioritising critical thinking, creativity, and innovation in TVET to 

prepare students for a rapidly changing world. Similarly, Wildemeersch (2007), as cited 

in Jackson (2011), argues for the adoption of the Freirean framework in TVET to 

facilitate transformative learning for personal and social change. Expanding on this 

perspective, Ahn, Steenis, and Penuel (2022) emphasise the need for TVET to equip 

students with knowledge, skills, and attitudes for active participation in democratic and 

transformative processes. They underscore the importance of a pedagogy grounded in 
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dialogue, reflection, and critical engagement, moving beyond mere workforce 

preparation. These scholars stress the relevance of the Freirean framework in the context 

of TVET, promoting critical thinking, creativity, contextualised learning, collaboration, 

and social and personal transformation, all crucial elements in preparing students for a 

rapidly changing world and addressing social and economic inequalities. 

This article extends the insights of Ahn, Steenis, and Penuel (2022), Jackson (2011), 

and Wildemeersch (2007), delving deeper by incorporating a participatory action 

research (PAR) methodology within the Freirean framework. Aimed at promoting social 

change, this approach seeks to amplify the voices of TVET students and enhance their 

empowerment. The article recognises the synergy of PAR and Freire in adult education, 

supported by Lima (2022), Zhu (2019), English and Mayo (2012), and others. These 

works underscore the transformative potential of PAR in empowering adult learners to 

cultivate critical consciousness and take action for societal change. 

Research Process and Data Generation 

This study’s research process and data generation draw inspiration from Powell’s (2012) 

paradigm shift in TVET policy and research, emphasising a move away from dominant 

quantitative approaches. The study adopts a PAR methodology, tailored to capture the 

nuanced experiences and voices of a small cohort of 15 NC(V) graduates in Gqeberha. 

The data generation process encompassed life narrative interviews and learning cycle 

group (LCG) meetings. Central to the essence of the learning cycle is its role as a data 

generation tool and as a mechanism for praxis-oriented exploration (Freire and Horton 

1990). The learning cycle facilitates reflective dialogues and critical analyses within the 

LCG meetings, empowering students to discern and tackle systemic issues. It transcends 

being a simple portrayal of the study process and method, evolving into a channel for 

students to actively engage, participate, and advocate for their rights within the TVET 

system. The primary goal of the LCG meetings was to create a transformative space 

where participants could engage in reflective dialogue and critical self-evaluation based 

on Freirean pedagogical principles (Freire 1970, 1974). These sessions aimed to trigger 

transformative learning experiences rather than gather data through typical focus group 

dynamics. The primary objective was not merely data generation through group 

dynamics but to facilitate a transformative learning process inspired by Freirean 

pedagogy. Participants engaged in reflective dialogue, making sense of their 

experiences and forming abstract rules to apply in future situations, and contributing to 

a deeper understanding of TVET education’s complexities, aligning with the 

transformative nature of Freirean praxis.  

Unlike traditional focus groups that often emphasise consensus or shared opinions, the 

LCG meetings encouraged individual critical reflection and diverse perspectives (Freire 

1970). Participants collaboratively explored the multifaceted experiences within the 

TVET sector, engaging in critical dialogue inspired by Freirean ideas (Freire 1974). 

This approach fostered an environment where participants were actively involved in 
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evaluating their educational journeys, pondering the value of TVET education, and 

considering alternative approaches based on their individual experiences.  

The collaborative exploration within the LCG meetings aligned with Freirean principles 

of dialogue and critical consciousness, as outlined in Education for Critical 

Consciousness (1974). Furthermore, the collaborative nature between one researcher 

and participants allowed for a democratic detection and direction of the flow of LCG 

meetings, echoing Freire’s emphasis on participatory learning and community 

engagement (Freire and Horton 1990). This partnership between the researcher and 

participants empowered the latter to actively shape the discussions, contributing to a 

richer and more meaningful exploration of TVET education’s complexities and 

potential for transformation. Henceforth, the learning cycle served as a critical tool for 

gathering information in the study. This section refrains from a redundant restatement 

of the method and instead focuses on illustrating the method’s relevance to the argument 

of the article, shedding light on its implications. 

The PAR methodology, grounded in principles of empowerment and collaboration, 

stands as a transformative force within TVET research (Freire 1974; Freire and Horton 

1990). By prioritising the voices and experiences of TVET students, PAR shifts away 

from traditional extractivist approaches, focusing instead on human and sustainable 

development (Powell 2014). This aligns with the central message of Freire’s Education 

for Critical Consciousness (1974), which emphasises the need for education to foster 

critical awareness and transformative action. 

In embracing the PAR methodology, this article seeks to uncover and interrogate the 

structural barriers impeding the realisation of TVET students’ aspirations. It goes 

beyond mere description, engaging in the critical examination of systemic issues within 

the TVET landscape. Through collaborative enquiry and reciprocal relationships, PAR 

enables a deeper understanding of the complexities and challenges faced by TVET 

graduates. 

Moreover, the PAR methodology serves as a transformative lens through which the 

argument gains depth and relevance. It transcends its role as a procedural aspect of the 

study, becoming an integral part of the research process. By using PAR to unveil and 

question entrenched inequalities and injustices within TVET, this article advocates for 

meaningful change. It prompts a re-evaluation of the TVET landscape, urging 

stakeholders to address systemic issues and empower students to become agents of 

change. Thus, the PAR methodology emerges as a catalyst for empowerment and praxis-

oriented exploration within the TVET sector. By centring the voices of students and 

embracing collaborative enquiry, PAR offers a powerful framework for advancing 

social justice and human development in TVET education. 
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Revisiting the Role of Dialogue in the Context of Freirean Theory 

Understanding TVET Students through Dialogue  

In examining the lived experiences of NC(V) graduates through the lens of Freire’s 

concept of generative themes, the article seeks not only to expose the external challenges 

faced by the students. Freirean theory posits that dialogue is not a mere recounting of 

hardships; it is a transformative process that fosters critical consciousness, a 

counterculture of resistance, and a pathway to liberation. 

Take, for instance, the participants who shared the challenges of growing up in a 

disadvantaged family: 

I grew up in a disadvantaged family, raised by my grandmother and my mother. We 

didn’t have basic needs like food, and there were so many hardships I cannot remember 

right now, but it was tough. (Participant M, 2021) 

My mom wasn’t working, and my dad wasn’t earning much, so they decided that we 

should stay with my grandmother, and they would send whatever they could. We didn’t 

have basic needs like food. (Participant S1, 2021) 

This dialogue becomes more than just a narrative of struggles; it signifies the 

participants’ evolving consciousness—a realisation that their circumstances demand 

change and a fervent desire for improvement. Drawing from insights in We Make the 

Road by Walking (1990), which captures dialogues between Freire and Myles Horton, 

co-founder of the Highlander Folk School, we understand that such narratives are 

emblematic of Freirean dialogic concepts. Through their exchanges, Freire and Horton 

emphasise the importance of participatory learning and community engagement in 

fostering social change. 

Drawing from Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970), Freire’s seminal work, we understand 

the transformative power of dialogue in fostering critical consciousness. The stories of 

academic hurdles due to resource deficiencies in their high schools provide another lens 

through which to examine the intersection of external barriers and internalised struggles. 

Participants attributing their academic setbacks to inadequate resources and substandard 

education not only highlight systemic issues but also showcase their growing awareness 

of the structural impediments to their academic success, echoing the themes of critical 

consciousness discussed in Education for Critical Consciousness (1974). 

The participants also shared their diverse motivations, challenges, and aspirations, 

offering valuable insights into the Freirean issues about dialogic and change processes. 

The following excerpts from their dialogues illustrate the intrinsic aspects of Freirean 

ideas, emphasising the development of consciousness: 
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I said, I did matric, and I failed; I heard about NC(V); otherwise, I was also striving to 

get my matric so that I could go to university afterwards. I tried returning to my old high 

school to redo my matric, but they refused. (LCG meeting, 2021) 

This participant’s narrative reveals the struggle to achieve matric and the barriers 

encountered, reflecting the oppressive structures within the educational system. 

I failed Grade 12 repeatedly when I went to TVET, my objective was to pass and get a 

qualification equal to matric so that my life would be better because I would get a job 

or an internship since they used to say that if you have level 4, it’s equivalent to Grade 

12. (LCG meeting, 2021) 

Here, the participant emphasises the transformative potential of education in 

overcoming repeated failures and the pursuit of a better life through qualifications. 

I dropped out while doing Grade 11 because I needed to raise my sister’s child, the sister 

who had passed on. My parents were working on the farm for us to survive, and I was 

left with the baby because there wasn’t anyone to take care of the baby. So that is how 

I failed Grade 11. When I heard about TVET, it gave me hope about breaking the cycle 

of poverty in my family. (Participant K, 2021) 

In 2016, I heard about TVET and the job opportunities it presents, so for me going to 

TVET was for a qualification that would bring me a job to end the poverty struggles 

here at home. I went and registered in 2016 with this hope. (Participant PZ, 2021) 

These participants see TVET as a lifeline for breaking free from poverty, highlighting 

the aspirational power of education. 

Through our analysis of the dialogues presented above, the article unveils the 

multifaceted motivations, challenges, and aspirations of TVET students, capturing the 

essence of their dialogues as illustrative of Freire’s (1970) notions of dialogic and 

change processes. These dialogues collectively depict the participants’ consciousness 

development, illustrating how their struggles, rights, perspectives, and aspirations form 

the core of Freirean dialogic processes. The pain, suffering, and disappointment 

expressed by the participants go beyond mere description, forming a counterculture of 

resistance and struggle within the transformative journey facilitated by education. In the 

stories above we also present Participant K’s poignant dropout story due to family 

responsibilities unveiling the stark impact of poverty on education access, resonating 

with Freire’s (1970) concern about recognising dehumanisation. Such a personal story 

illustrates the power of dialogue in describing the struggle while portraying the 

participant’s evolving consciousness, aspirations for change, and belief in education as 

a transformative force.  

Furthermore, the participants’ narratives reflect the vivid picture of their lived 

experiences, including the struggles they faced due to poverty, inequality, and limited 

access to quality education. The dialogues go beyond merely recounting the pain and 



Majola, Powell, and Jordaan 

12 

suffering, encapsulating the participants’ agency within these constraints, echoing 

Powell and McGrath’s (2014) perspective. The agency is a testament to their resilience 

and determination to overcome societal challenges through education. 

In this segment, we intended to present a nuanced viewpoint on the dialogical processes 

within the article. We highlight the potency of dialogue, extending beyond a simple 

narration of struggles. Its significance lies in unveiling the development of 

consciousness, expressing aspirations for change, and maintaining a firm belief in 

education as a transformative force—an aspect firmly grounded in the Freirean 

perspective. By focusing on these intrinsic aspects, we aim to illuminate the true essence 

of dialogue as a vehicle for critical consciousness and societal transformation. This 

perspective invites us to explore not just the external challenges faced by the participants 

but also the internal processes that shape their responses and aspirations in the face of 

adversity. 

Re-evaluating the Impact of TVET Education on Employment Prospects: 

A Freirean Perspective 

The preceding discussion emphasises participants’ motivations for choosing TVET 

colleges as a pathway to reclaim their compromised humanity, drawing inspiration from 

Freire’s assertion that education can be a tool for empowerment (Freire 1970). The 

pursuit of an educational qualification, specifically the NC(V) qualification, was viewed 

as vital for enhancing not only individual lives but also uplifting the prospects of their 

families. Given these motivations, this segment explores the post-TVET qualification 

experiences of the participants. The focus is on assessing the disparity between their 

expectations and the actual employment outcomes following their TVET qualifications. 

The Life Encounters of Being a TVET Graduate  

During lively LCG meetings, participants expressed a mix of gratitude for acquiring 

their NC(V) qualification equivalent to Grade 12 and disappointment with its limited 

impact on their employment prospects. One participant poignantly encapsulates their 

sentiments: 

So, I don’t even regret being an NC(V) graduate, I got my Grade 12 equivalent 

certificate, which I wanted, but work-wise it has done nothing for me. The problem is 

that I cannot find work. There is no work, and I have been applying. (Participant NZ, 

2021) 

These sentiments were echoed in the collective voice of the LCG, reflecting the 

participants’ disillusionment with the NC(V) qualification’s perceived failure in 

securing and enhancing employment opportunities:  

I went to TVET college to have my Grade 12 (NQF level 4) and to gain knowledge, but 

the result was for me to get employed; it is very disappointing that [you] can’t get a job 
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with the qualification that you have hoped it will assist you in getting one. (LCG 

meeting, 2021) 

When we applied and enrolled for Office Administration, we had hopes that after 

finishing, we were going [to] get an internship, but, I am not disputing the fact that I got 

my Grade 12 as in my level 4 but am still at home sitting with that qualification, I do 

not have a job. (LCG meeting, 2021)  

The participants expected the NC(V) qualification to enhance job prospects and address 

labour market challenges. However, considering broader labour market competitiveness 

and low employability rates among matriculants, as observed by Rogan and Papier 

(2020), Mabunda and Frick (2020) emphasise the country’s high unemployment rate 

and limited employer awareness of the NC(V) curriculum as hurdles to graduates’ 

employability. 

Participants also discussed varied perspectives on NC(V) programmes, emphasising 

differences in employability. Some qualifications, like NC(V) level 4 Engineering and 

Tourism, were seen as advantageous for job placement. JET Education Services’ 

research (SSACI, JET Education Services, and NBI 2016) examined employability, 

offering insights into diverse NC(V) programmes and their outcomes. One of the 

participants, Participant V, states: 

I have also come to [the] realisation [that] studying at a TVET college is a good idea 

depending on the course a person wants to do because many people went to TVET 

colleges and are now employed. There are also a lot that are not working depending on 

their courses. Maybe if I had done another course that is not Office Admin, I would be 

employed by now. (Participant V, 2021) 

Furthermore, Participant K4 had this to say concerning the challenges faced by the 

NC(V) graduates from the business programmes:  

At the same time, I would say that perhaps if I had done Office Admin at varsity, I would 

be employed by now. Maybe it’s not TVET college as such but rather NC(V) business 

programmes; as long as you have NC(V) qualification from the business programmes, 

then it’s harder for you to be employed compared to someone who may have studied 

Office Admin up until N6 or maybe even went to varsity. (Participant K4, 2021) 

Participants expressed dissatisfaction with the perceived lack of empowerment and 

improved employability from their NC(V) qualifications. Despite initial beliefs that an 

NC(V) level 4 qualification would open job opportunities, the study revealed it was 

insufficient for employment. Although participants acknowledged its equivalence to 

matric, they felt it did not enhance employability or provide access to high-quality jobs 

for well-being and thriving. These findings support Matenda’s (2020) argument that 

NC(V) students in TVET education lack full empowerment. 
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Freirean Development of Consciousness and Counterculture 

The expressions of gratitude and disappointment exhibited by the participants in the 

dialogues reveal more than just surface-level frustrations; they hint at a profound 

evolution in consciousness. According to Freire (1970), authentic dialogue should result 

in conscientisation, fostering a heightened awareness of one’s socio-economic 

circumstances. Drawing from Freire and Shor (1987), who underscore the 

transformative potential of dialogue, we can interpret these expressions as pivotal 

moments of conscientisation, where participants engage in critical reflection, 

challenging prevailing norms and structures. For instance, when a participant expresses 

regret over the scarcity of employment opportunities despite obtaining the desired 

qualification, it underscores a deep-seated understanding of the structural obstacles 

within the job market. This aligns with Freire’s emphasis on the importance of critical 

consciousness in recognising and confronting oppressive systems (Freire and Shor 

1987). 

Participant V’s realisation regarding the significance of their chosen course at a TVET 

college influencing employability marks a pivotal moment in consciousness 

development. This realisation transcends mere acknowledgement of personal 

experiences and demonstrates an understanding of the broader socio-economic 

dynamics impacting their prospects. In We Make the Road by Walking: Conversations 

on Education and Social Change (1990), Freire and Horton emphasise the importance 

of contextualising education within lived experiences and community realities, which 

resonates with Participant V’s awareness of the socio-economic forces shaping their 

educational and employment opportunities. 

The Power of Dialogue in the Context of Freirean Ideas 

The dissatisfaction articulated by the participants regarding the perceived limitations of 

their NC(V) qualification becomes a focal point for illustrating the potency of dialogue 

in fostering a counterculture of resistance. Freire (1970) emphasises that dialogue 

should catalyse disrupting unjust socio-economic and cultural systems. In this study, 

participants’ discontent transforms into a form of resistance, collectively challenging 

established norms that should ideally transform education. 

Furthermore, as participants deliberate on the varying employability prospects 

associated with different NC(V) qualifications, they engage in a dialogic process that 

unveils their critical reflections on socio-economic structures. Their realisation that 

certain courses offer superior employment opportunities signifies an emergent 

counterculture of resistance against the systemic inequalities entrenched within 

educational and employment systems. 

Reconciling Expectations with Freirean Concepts 

While the participants’ reflections on their NC(V) qualification may initially appear 

contradictory to Freire’s (1970) concept of empowering education, it is crucial to 
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interpret their expressions not as a rejection of Freirean ideas, but rather as a plea for a 

more transformative impact. Their anticipation of being liberated from unemployment 

aligns with Freire’s belief that education should serve as a vehicle for liberation and 

radical socio-economic change. The participants’ disappointment underscores a desire 

for a more potent transformative effect, one that their education was expected to deliver. 

Incorporating insights from Freire and Shor (1987) and Freire and Horton (1990) 

enriches the discussion by highlighting the role of dialogue and community engagement 

in fostering critical consciousness and collective resistance against systemic injustices. 

Advancing and Creating a TVET Graduate Community 

In the ongoing quest to foster a collaborative and supportive environment for TVET 

graduates, the genesis and progression of the TVET Student Movement Group find their 

roots in the spontaneous evolution of discussions within the LCG meetings. Functioning 

as the foundational crucible, the LCG became the space where students engaged in open 

dialogues, shared experiences, and collectively identified challenges that extended 

beyond traditional academic boundaries. This initiative evolved into a community 

where participants could openly share their experiences, collectively address challenges, 

and mutually uplift one another. Unlike the initial post-graduation phase, this movement 

instilled a collective consciousness among participants, fostering a community spirit 

driven by a shared purpose. The group emerged as a vital source of support and 

solidarity, filling the void left by the absence of understanding and acknowledgement 

of their post-graduation challenges.  

In their own words, they articulated their experiences with poignant reflections: 

Pressure, you see, already myself I am depressed of being unemploy[ed] just sitting in 

the township. So, I get this pressure at home, and my father doesn’t understand. I would 

be happy to be part of a group of people who know what I feel, and we will be able to 

help each other. (LCG meeting, 2021) 

So, most of the time, you now find yourself in the streets with friends because you are 

running away from being reminded of what you don’t have when you are at home. It 

will be nice when you are to have a group of individuals like this group because no one 

is tormenting you about your situation, but they will be able to share from their 

experiences how they are coping, [and] maybe learn from each other. (LCG meeting, 

2021) 

These expressions highlight the significance of the TVET Student Movement Group as 

a transformative space, where the participants can reclaim their agency, challenge 

oppressive structures, and work towards a more just and equitable society. McAteer 

(2013), Herr and Anderson (2016), Flicker, Maley, and Ridgley (2008), and Tukundane 

and Zeelen (2015) emphasise the transformative nature of PAR studies, which aim to 

empower marginalised communities, address pressing challenges, and improve their 

living conditions. 
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The participants’ reflections underscore the profound significance of finding a 

supportive community that understands and empathises with their lived realities. They 

stress the value of being surrounded by individuals who have faced similar trials, and 

finding fulfilment within the TVET Student Movement Group. The group serves as a 

space for reciprocal learning, where knowledge freely flows among peers and mutual 

support thrives. Participants attribute to the group the invaluable ability to express 

frustrations without fear of reproach, fostering an atmosphere of safety and inclusivity. 

In addition, the group transforms into a thriving hub of employment opportunities, 

enabling members to exchange valuable job prospects. As expressed by the participants: 

It would be beneficial to help each other with cases like that. In case someone in this 

group knows of a vacancy, please post it because I myself don’t know. Let us help each 

other. (LCG meeting, 2021) 

The group can assist us [in] Port Elizabeth, with a representative going to employment 

agencies on our behalf, registering our CVs, and negotiating for us before we even email 

our CVs. This way, they can start with us whenever they are looking for people to work. 

(LCG meeting, 2021) 

The reflections and appeals expressed by the participants on the work of the TVET 

Student Movement underscore its role as a vibrant embodiment of Freirean dialogic 

concepts and transformative change. Drawing insights from Freire and Shor (1987) and 

Freire and Horton (1990), we can see how the movement serves as a dynamic platform 

for critical reflection, conscientisation, and collective advocacy among its participants. 

Through its activities, the movement enables participants to engage in open dialogue, 

sharing their struggles, aspirations, and disappointments. This dialogue goes beyond a 

mere exchange of information; it becomes a platform for the development of critical 

consciousness and the exploration of deeper structural and contextual issues, echoing 

Freire’s emphasis on dialogue as a pathway to conscientisation. 

Moreover, the movement serves as a transformative force by providing a supportive 

community that understands and empathises with the lived realities of TVET graduates. 

In We Make the Road by Walking (1990), Freire and Horton emphasise the importance 

of community engagement and solidarity in fostering social change. Participants, who 

have encountered similar trials and tribulations, come together within the embrace of 

the movement to share knowledge, offer mutual support, and collectively challenge 

oppressive structures. 

This collective consciousness cultivated within the TVET Student Movement empowers 

participants to address challenges not only as individuals but as a united force 

advocating for change. It resonates with Freire’s notion of critical praxis, where theory 

and action converge to transform oppressive realities into liberating ones. Additionally, 

the movement becomes a nexus of transformative change by addressing the post-

graduation challenges faced by its members. Beyond the exchange of practical 
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information, the movement encourages participants to question and challenge the 

underlying systemic issues that contribute to their struggles. It transcends the immediate 

concerns of employment and becomes a platform for broader discussions on social 

justice, humanisation, and the imperative need for structural change within the TVET 

system, aligning with Freire’s vision of education as a tool for liberation and social 

transformation. 

The findings of the article underscore the significance of dialogue and transformative 

education, as advocated by Freire (1970). Through the lens of Education for Critical 

Consciousness (Freire 1974) and We Make the Road by Walking (Freire and Horton 

1990), it was revealed that dialogue serves as a pivotal tool for fostering critical 

consciousness among TVET students. Engaging in dialogue allows students to critically 

reflect on their social conditions, challenge the status quo, and envision alternative 

pathways. This transformative education approach emphasises problem-posing 

methods, encouraging students to question and analyse their realities. By nurturing a 

critical consciousness through dialogue and transformative education, TVET students 

are empowered to confront systemic inequalities and pursue meaningful employment 

opportunities. 

Conclusion  

In conclusion, this article has explored the multifaceted landscape of TVET education, 

shedding light on the experiences and challenges encountered by its graduates through 

the lens of Paulo Freire’s transformative education. Through the facilitation of dialogue, 

participants in this article were not only able to articulate their grievances and 

aspirations but also collectively mobilise into the TVET Student Movement. This 

movement became a platform for advocating change, challenging oppressive structures, 

and fostering a sense of collective consciousness among participants (Freire 1974; 

Freire and Horton 1990). 

The dialogue within the TVET Student Movement served as a conduit for understanding 

the challenges faced by TVET students, providing a space for critical reflection and 

conscientisation. By engaging in open dialogue and sharing their experiences, 

participants gained a deeper understanding of the systemic barriers that hinder their 

educational and career aspirations. This process aligns with Freire’s notion of 

transformative education, wherein dialogue leads to critical consciousness and the 

subsequent pursuit of social change. 

Moreover, the articulation of students’ frustrations and the identification of 

shortcomings within the TVET system catalysed a counterculture of resistance. 

Participants’ dissatisfaction with the perceived limitations of their education highlighted 

the need for structural reforms within the TVET sector. This counterculture, fuelled by 

dialogue and critical reflection, echoes Freire’s emphasis on challenging unjust socio-

economic and cultural systems to effect transformative change. 
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While this article has endeavoured to apply the Freirean approach in practice, there 

remains uncertainty about how participants were encouraged to engage in critical 

reflection and conscientisation, and how the true power of dialogue was portrayed. 

Future research should aim to address these uncertainties by providing more concrete 

examples of methodologies and strategies employed to facilitate transformative learning 

experiences. By doing so, we can further elucidate the practical application of the 

Freirean approach within the context of TVET education, thus enhancing clarity and 

effectiveness in promoting social justice and empowerment among TVET students. 
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