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Programme Directors,

Chairperson of the Inside Education Foundation, Mr Matuma Letsoalo
Prof Mary Metcalfe

Prof Mashupye Herbert Maserumule,

Senior Government Officials

Industry Leaders,

Representatives of Civil Society,

Student Leaders,

Members of the Media,

Distinguished Guests,

Good morning
Introduction: A Country Waiting

Let me begin by thanking the Inside Education Foundation for convening this summit at
what is, without exaggeration, a decisive moment in our country’s journey.



In one week’s time, South Africa will commemorate Freedom Day, thirty-two years of
democracy. It is a moment that calls for reflection. But it is also a moment that
demands honesty. So let me begin with a number that should unsettle all of us:

3.4 million young South Africans are not in employment, education, or training

That is not a statistic from a report. Itis a lived reality. It is the young personin a
township who has completed school but sees no pathway forward. It is the graduate
who has qualifications, but no access to opportunity. It is the young woman in a rural
village who is capable, but excluded.

Itis a country waiting

Waiting for opportunity. Waiting for inclusion. Waiting for a system that works.

And what this number tells us, clearly and without ambiguity is this:

Our crisis is not only unemployment. It is a crisis of pathways

A system that does not yet move young people efficiently from learning into earning...
from potential into productivity... from aspiration into dignity.

Education, therefore, is not merely a sector. It is the bridge between that waiting and
economic citizenship.

And the question before us as leaders, as policymakers, as partners is simple:

Are we strengthening that bridge... or are we allowing it to fray?

The Pipeline: Where It Leaks and Where We Must Act
This summit is framed around a powerful idea:

That South Africa’s education system is not a collection of institutions but a pipeline



A pipeline that begins in early childhood, flows through schooling, and must ultimately
deliver into livelihoods.

But that pipeline is leaking.

It leaks in the early years. It leaks in how we prepare young people to create opportunity.
And it leaks in how we connect learning to work. Today, | want to focus on three pressure
points in that pipeline: Early Childhood Development, Entrepreneurship Education, and
Vocational Pathways.

Not as isolated themes, but as interconnected parts of a single system.

Early Childhood Development: Where the Future Is Decided Early

Let us begin at the beginning.

The migration of Early Childhood Development to the Department of Basic Education
was not an administrative shift. It was a recognition of a fundamental truth:

The first five years of life determine the trajectory of the next fifty

Through the Bana Pele programme, government has prioritised access particularly in
the first 1000 days of a child’s life. In the 2026 Budget, that commitment is reflected
clearly: R18.4 billion has been allocated to ECD over the medium term, 300 000
additional children are gaining access to early learning, and the daily subsidy has been
increased to R24 per child, with further improvements planned. This is significant
progress. But let us confront the reality behind the numbers.

The Thrive by Five Index tells us that only 42% of South African children are
developmentally on track by age five.

Which means inequality is not simply reproduced later in life.

Itis produced early

Itis produced in access to nutrition, stimulation, language development, and quality
early learning. And while we have increased investment, we know that the current
subsidy still falls short of what is required for genuine quality provision.



So the question is not whether we are investing. The question is whether we are
investing effectively. Because every rand spent in early childhood returns multiple times
over in improved educational outcomes, reduced inequality, and stronger economic
participation.

The arithmetic is clear. Now the task is execution.

To ensure that the system delivers not access and quality

Entrepreneurship Education: From Participation to Creation

Let us move to the second pressure point.

For too long, our education system has been designed to prepare young people for
employment. But the reality we face today is stark:

There are not enough jobs to absorb them

So we must build a system that does not only prepare job-seekers , but produces job
creators. Across our TVET colleges, we are already shifting in this direction. AlL 50 public
TVET colleges now offer entrepreneurship programmes. Over 47 000 students
participated in these programmes in 2024. The National Skills Fund is investing in youth
enterprises in the digital and green economy. But entrepreneurship is not simply about
teaching business skills. It is about building a capability a mindset and a confidence to
act.

And that requires three things:

Exposure. Opportunity. Confidence.

Exposure means real experience students running real businesses, making real
decisions, facing real consequences.

Opportunity means access to markets, to funding, and to systems that are not closed
off to new entrants.

And confidence means networks, mentorship, support, and the belief that success is
possible.



But let me be clear:

Entrepreneurship will not thrive in an economy that is structurally closed

So this is not only about changing the mindset of young people. It is about opening the
economy itself. Ensuring that small enterprises can access funding. That they can
compete. That they can grow.

For millions of young people outside formal employment, this is hot an optional extra. It
is a pathway to survival and to dignity.

Vocational Pathways: Rebuilding the Link Between Learning and Work

The third pressure point is vocational pathways. And here, we must be frank.

South Africa does not have a shortage of young people. We have a shortage of pathways
into skilled work

Our economy requires approximately 30 000 artisans every year. We are producing
around 20 000.

That gap is not just a statistic. It is a constraint on growth. A constraint on infrastructure
development. A constraint on industrialisation. At the same time, demand for
vocational education is overwhelming. We received millions of applications for TVET
colleges, far exceeding available spaces. So the issue is not demand. It is capacity.
Capacity in infrastructure. Capacity in training. Capacity in partnerships with industry.
But this is where we are making deliberate interventions.

The Centres of Specialisation, which are central to our artisan strategy are expanding.
We are increasing training capacity, improving quality, and aligning programmes with
economic demand.

Our targets are clear: 37 000 artisan registrations this year, 29 000 artisans qualifying
annually within the next two years, and over 200 000 work-based learning opportunities.
We are also shifting towards programmes that demonstrate real success where



completion rates are higher, where alignment with industry is stronger, where graduates
move into work more effectively.

We are scaling what works. And we are phasing out what does not

This is what a skills revolution looks like in practice. It is not abstract. It is measurable.

Itis visible in workshops, in trade test centres, in workplaces. It is a young person
qualifying as an electrician, a welder, a technician and stepping directly into the
economy.

Vocational education is not a second choice. It is a central pillar of our development

From Fragmentation to a Single System

What becomes clear from these three areas is this:

Our challenge is not a lack of programmes but fragmentation

Too many initiatives. Too little alignment.

Too many actors. Too little coordination.

No single institution can fix this pipeline alone. Not government. Not colleges. Not
industry.

This is a system problem. And it requires a system response

We must build a pipeline that is coherent from early childhood, through schooling, into
post-school education and training, and ultimately into the economy.

That is the task before us.

Funding, Delivery, and the Question of Trust



Government has made significant financial commitments. Education remains the
largest area of public expenditure. Through NSFAS, we are supporting over 700,000
students. Through school nutrition, we are feeding nearly 10 million learners daily. We
are investing in infrastructure, in training, in access. But funding alone is not enough.

Delivery matters. Execution matters. And above all, trust matters.

When funding is delayed... when systems fail... when young people are left uncertain...

we are not simply dealing with administrative issues. We are breaking a contract. And
thatis why we are addressing these challenges directly and with urgency, and with
accountability.

The Reality We Must Confront

We must also be honest about the terrain.

We face energy constraints. We face infrastructure gaps. We face uneven distribution of
opportunity. These are not marginal issues. They are structural. But they are not
insurmountable.

We are investing in infrastructure. We are expanding campuses. We are strengthening
coordination. And we are building a system that is more responsive, more integrated,
and more effective.

Conclusion: The Contract With the Future

As we approach thirty-two years of democracy, we must ask ourselves:
What does freedom mean for the young person who has no pathway?

What does opportunity mean in the absence of access? What does dignity mean
without work? We cannot build a modern economy with a disconnected education
system. We cannot speak of inclusion while millions remain excluded. We cannot ask
young people to be patient when the system itself is slow to respond. So the contract
we must make here today is simple: That every young person in South Africa must have



a pathway into learning. A pathway into skills. A pathway into work. A pathway into
dignity. We have the plans. We have the resources. We have the targets.

And delivery requires all of us as government, industry, labour and civil society to work
together not as separate as a single, coordinated system.

That is the task before us, one that is the standard by which we will be judged.

I thank you.



