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The Swiss-South African Cooperation Initiative (SSACI) is a unique public-private 
partnership in development between the Swiss government’s international agency 
for development and cooperation (SDC) and Swiss and South African companies. Its 
objectives are to strengthen the public skills training system in South Africa and to 
open up new pathways to skilled employment for young South Africans. 

SSACI follows a three-pronged strategy of:

 Providing policy and programmatic support to the national skills training system

  Initiating and managing vocational education and training projects that can test 
new ideas or approaches and that have the potential to be replicated and scaled 
up by public agencies

  Developing young entrepreneurs and their businesses

SSACI has a particularly strong interest in training at the intermediate skills level, 
where the shortage of skills in industry is most acute and where public Further 
Education and Training Colleges are the most important vehicles for delivering 
needed training. 

SSACI targets out-of-school youth ages 16-26 from disadvantaged communities.
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INTRODUCTION 
This booklet shares lessons about fostering college-industry partnerships that SSACI has learned 
from its extensive collaboration with public colleges and private companies in implementing 
skills training projects. It outlines the benefits to all parties of college-industry partnerships, offers 
suggestions on how the prospective partners can best relate to one other and signals where there 
may be particular challenges and pitfalls in such relationships. 

SSACI’S COLLEGE-INDUSTRY PARTNERSHIP PROJECT

In 2008, SSACI began working with the then Department of Education (later superseded by the 
Department of Higher Education and Training) on developing mutually-beneficial and sustainable 
partnerships between public FET colleges and local companies. This college-industry partnership 
project revolved around aligning the National Certificate (Vocational) [NC(V)] more closely with 
the needs of industry through a combination of workplace experience for students and in-service 
professional development for lecturers.  By 2011, thirty FET colleges were actively participating in the 
project.

Implicit in this project was the belief that the core business of FET colleges is to prepare their students 
for skilled employment because it directly benefits the students (who get access to decent jobs), the 
colleges (by placing more graduates) and the economy (through the resulting supply of competent 
workers).  Adequate preparation for such employment means the students must acquire specific 
technical and vocational knowledge and skills, and authentic workplace experience that imparts an 
understanding of how those skills are practised in industry and how the industry as a whole functions. 
Students must also acquire the social and communication skills required by the world of work.  

The project was monitored and evaluated by external researchers whose work included:

 A baseline study of  participating colleges in June 2008

 A follow-up evaluation report in October 2008

 Monitoring visits to and meetings with colleges and companies in 2009 and 2010

 A mid-term evaluation in April 2010

 A baseline study of newly-joined colleges in April 2010

 A summative evaluation report in December 2010

The evaluators found that the project had resulted in:

 The publication of a comprehensive manual on implementing workplace-based experience 
(WBE) in FET colleges 

 The development of students’ task books in several programmes that provided structure 
and direction to their workplace-based experience 

 388 college lecturers and managers being trained by SSACI in implementing workplace-
based experience for students and another 242 being trained by the Cape Peninsula 
University of Technology and the University of the Free State using SSACI materials

 643 students being placed in workplace-based experience at 42 local companies 

 A learning forum being established through which colleges and companies are able to share 
experiences and learnings

 Improved perceptions of the NC(V) amongst college lecturers and students, as wells as 
amongst employers who hosted students on workplace-based experience
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 Students who underwent WBE demonstrating more initiative and motivation in their 
studies, an improved understanding of the workplace and greater readiness for the world of 
work 

 Lecturers who underwent WBE using their experience to prepare learners better for the 
workplace

 Meaningful college-industry partnerships being established and maintained

On this basis, the Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET) decided to extend the 
project to all public FET colleges in 2011-12.

Lessons from this project have been captured and built upon in this booklet.

From Implementing Workplace-Based Experience to Establishing Other College-Industry 
Partnerships

In SSACI’s experience, WBE provides one of the best mechanisms to bring the classroom curriculum 
into closer alignment with the needs of industry and to promote long-term cooperation between 
colleges and companies. However, while WBE provides a particularly conducive context for 
college-industry partnerships, SSACI’s learnings about partnerships are not limited to WBE.  Rather, 
these lessons are applicable to many other contexts and types of working partnerships between 
colleges and industry.



5IMPLEMENTING COLLEGE-INDUSTRY PARTNERSHIPS: Lessons from SSACI's Experience – August 2011

THE BROADER CONTEXT

In the 1980s and early 1990s, as the youth population increased but the economy stagnated, a 
pernicious disconnect developed between technical colleges (as they were then) and industry.  
Skills training delivered through the colleges increasingly took place in isolation from industry as 
growing numbers of students enrolled for training in skills no longer in demand by industry and 
for which few workplace training opportunities existed.  At the same time, chronic underfunding 
by the state meant that most colleges could not introduce new technologies that were gradually 
becoming standard in the workplace. As a result, many college graduates were unable to find jobs: 
their qualifications were not sufficiently relevant to industry’s needs and they did not have the 
necessary practical experience.  By the end of the 1990s, the public technical colleges were in dire 
need of an overhaul.

In response, the Department of Education introduced a series of far-reaching reforms, including:

 The creation after 2002 of 50 complex, multi-campus FET institutions out of the existing 152 
technical colleges.

 A R1,9-bn recapitalisation programme, in 2005-2007, aimed at equipping the new institutions 
to offer more diversified study programmes to much larger numbers of students.

 Ongoing transformation of the demographic profiles of the staff and student bodies to 
address the historical exclusion of Blacks, and especially Africans, from technical education; 
as a result, by 2007, 54% of all college staff (up from 49% in 2000) and 75% of students (up 
from 33% in 1991) were from historically disadvantaged communities.

 The introduction in 2007 of a new National Certificate (Vocational), or NC(V), aimed at 
providing students with broad, comprehensive and up-to-date study programmes that 
could serve both as a conduit to employment and as a foundation for life-long learning and 
self-development.

 A phased shift of responsibility for the FET colleges from provincial Departments of Education 
to the new national DHET.

The introduction of the NC(V) was a particularly bold step. It is a comprehensive curriculum 
aimed primarily at pre-employed youths with nine years of general education, who seek skilled 
employment in industry, perhaps in a particular field or sector, but who are not yet decided on a 
specific occupation.  To cater for the many thousands of young people who fall into this category, 
the NC(V) offers fourteen fields of study relating to a broad range of economic activities, including: 
agriculture, arts and culture, business and commerce, communication and languages, computational 
work, construction, education and training, engineering and manufacturing, health and social 
services, hospitality and tourism, information technology, law and security, nature conservation and 
personal services.  Its requirement that all programmes of study incorporate such fundamentals as 
language and mathematics, and its attention to the integration of theory and practice are intended 
to prepare students for the ever-changing skills demands of the modern economy. 

The return of steady economic growth in the 2000s has rekindled demand for new and more skilled 
workers across a wide range of industries.   

Against this background, the DHET has called upon FET colleges to increase the number and scope 
of their vocational and occupational learning programmes.  This means that colleges are under 
growing pressure to form strategic partnerships with local industries, which will enable learners to 
access workplace exposure and experience and result in ever-closer alignment between the college 
curricula and the skills needs of industry. 
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DEFINING PARTNERSHIP

The term “partnership” is often used to describe any linkage or engagement between two or more 

parties. However a real partnership is a relationship in which:  

 there are mutual, contractual obligations

 the parties pursue a shared objective or set of objectives

 all parties invest resources

 all parties share risks

A partnership isn’t a relationship in which:

 one party is the boss and the others servants, employees or paid contractors

 one party is a buyer and the other a seller

 one party can benefit at the expense of another

 one party is the sole judge of the success or failure of the relationship

Using this definition of partnership as our basis, we may now explore the characteristics, the 

advantages and the disadvantages of college-industry partnerships. 
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THE NATURE OF COLLEGE-INDUSTRY PARTNERSHIPS

College-industry partnerships bring together very different types of organisations with very 
different objectives, and can be extremely demanding on the partners.  They require significant 
time, energy, resources and patience.  As such, college-industry partnerships should not be entered 
into lightly.

Generally, the characteristics of a good partnership include:

 A common vision

 Agreed outcomes

 Benefits for all partners

 Clearly defined roles and responsibilities

 Efficient planning processes

 Joint implementation

 Reliable communication channels

 Agreed procedure for handling differences

 Joint evaluation of work done and progress made

 Agreed procedure for ending the partnership

College-industry partnerships (and other partnerships in development) also aim to bring about 
lasting benefits to the public, not just to the partners.  For example, several employers in the SSACI 
college-industry partnerships project indicated that they were committed to the project because of 
their belief that it made them part of the solution to a bigger problem of skills shortages in industry.

It is also important to note that partnerships are not ends unto themselves.  They should be dissolved 
when they have accomplished what they set out to do, or are no longer benefitting both partners.

BENEFITS OF COLLEGE-INDUSTRY PARTNERSHIPS

Despite the time, energy, resources and patience that must go into college-industry partnerships, 
companies and colleges alike have much to gain from well-structured partnerships with one 
another. 

Generally, the advantages of partnerships in development include:

 Greater resources

 Wider networks, greater outreach

 Sharing of ideas and experience, especially when partners have different backgrounds and 
capabilities

 Improved efficiency when combined resources are placed under single management (or 
joint management)

 Reduction of risks (provided that all partners take an active interest in quality control and 
accountability)
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Benefits to Companies

•	 Work-ready	individuals	available	for	employment

•	 Influence	on	the	curriculum	which	will	ensure	that	future	graduates	have	skills	relevant	
to the needs of business

•	 Opportunities	 to	 implement	 company	 policies	 on,	 for	 example,	 equal	 employment	
opportunities or recruitment procedures 

•	 Points	on	the	company’s	BEE	score-card	for	skills	training	and	CSI

•	 Accessing	college	training	for	company	employees

•	 Opportunities	for	development	of	staff	involved	in	training	or	mentoring	college	interns

•	 Enhanced	company	image	and	positive	public	relations	with	the	local	community

•	 Supporting	skills	development	in	South	Africa

•	 Increased	awareness	of	 issues	 in	education	and	 training	 that	may	affect	 future	skills	
supply

Benefits to Company Employees Involved in Implementing the Partnership

•	 Improved	 personal	 skills	 in	 areas	 such	 as	 communication,	 planning,	 organisations,	
coaching, inter-personal skills

•	 Better	understanding	of	modern	education	and	training	methods	and	issues	pertaining	
to vocational and occupational training

•	 Increased	self-esteem,	confidence	and	motivation

•	 Management	development	opportunities

•	 Personal	growth	and	development	through,	for	example,	acting	as	a	role	model	(for	
students and lecturers), serving on Governing Bodies and College Councils

Benefits to Colleges 

•	 Access	 to	additional	 resources,	 such	as	equipment,	 funding	and	personnel	who	can	
assist with advice to management and other business linkages

•	 Opportunities	 for	 lecturer	 development,	 including	 exposure	 to	 current	 industrial	
practice and technology

•	 Support	for	college	development	plans

•	 Assistance	with	curriculum	development	to	ensure	its	relevance	to	the	changing	needs	
of the workplace

•	 Exposure	to	other	learning	and	teaching	methodologies

•	 Opportunities	 for	 learners	 to	 access	 workplace	 experience	 and	 exposure,	 and	 to	
integrate theory and practice

•	 Opportunities	for	learners	to	access	job	opportunities	after	graduation

•	 Enhanced	college	image	within	the	local	community

More specific benefits of college-industry partnerships are outlined in the following table: 
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Benefits to Lecturers 

•	 Interaction	with	professionals	from	the	business	community

•	 Insights	into	the	needs	of	industry

•	 Updated	subject-specific	knowledge	and	a	better	understanding	of	how	it	is	used	in	
the world outside of the college

•	 Improved	personal	skills	in	areas	such	as	management	and	training	techniques

•	 Increased	self-esteem,	confidence	and	personal	motivation

•	 Professional	 development,	 through	 engaging	 in	 the	workplace,	 accessing	 company	
training courses and making presentations at business meetings, conferences, etc.

•	 Greater	involvement	in	discussions	and	debates	related	to	the	vocational	training	field

•	 Awareness	of	best	practice	in	industry

Benefits to Students 

•	 Exposure	to	authentic	work	environments	

•	 Exposure	to	real	work	projects	and	real-life	performance	standards

•	 Experience	of	working	with	new	or	specialised	technology

•	 Greater	awareness	of	career	and	employment	opportunities

•	 Establishment	of	social	and	professional	networks

•	 Further	 development	 of	 generic	 life	 skills	 such	 as	 numeracy,	 communicating	 and	
negotiating, personal and interpersonal skills, problem-solving and decision making, 
using information technology, etc.

•	 Growth	in	self-esteem

•	 Creation	of	a	record	of	employment	and	skills		growth

•	 Preparation	for	a	competitive	job	market	

The effectiveness of a 
partnership is determined, in 
part, by the ability to blend 
the range of benefits for 
different stakeholders. Unless 
partnerships involve some 
tangible reciprocity of benefits 
they often collapse. Successful 
partnerships always involve 
‘additionality’ – something 
added, or improved, or 
changed for the better.
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CHALLENGES AND OBSTACLES IN COLLEGE-INDUSTRY PARTNERSHIPS

Partnerships should not be entered into lightly.  They require significant time, energy, resources and 
patience.  This is due to the inherent challenges that come with any partnership.  

 The challenges posed by partnerships in development include:

 Partners’ commitment levels may differ significantly

 Partners’ interests may diverge over time

 Loss of autonomy

 Coordination of multiple inputs and efforts can be difficult

 May result in complicated management and reporting structures

 Lots of time spent on consultation and negotiation

 Getting out can be difficult and messy (Who owns what?  Who owes what?)

As noted earlier, college-industry partnerships also bring together very different types of organisations 
with very different objectives.  This presents a particular challenge for college-industry partnerships: 
the need to understand, and bridge, the cultural gaps that inevitably exist.  The main areas of cultural 
difference are highlighted in the following table. 

ASPECT COMPANIES COLLEGES

Objectives:  A single, clear, constant and 
quantifiable objective: to make 
a profit.

 Expected to address a range 
of social and personal goals, 
including: 

 provision of foundational 
education

 skills training for specific 
employment

 preparation of the 
individual for adult life

 inculcation of sound values, 
 development of creative 

potential
 absorption of masses of 

unemployed youths
 redemption of school drop-

outs
 correction of innumerable 

social problems

 Mix of objectives changes from 
time to time in response to 
political direction and public 
sentiment.

 Wide range of shifting goals 
can lead to loss of focus, 
dispersal of effort and a failure 
to prioritise action.
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ASPECT COMPANIES COLLEGES

Rights and 
Interests of 
Stakeholders: 

 Relatively few stakeholders. 

 Stakeholders’ rights and 
responsibilities clearly defined 
by law and long-established 
business practice.  

 Generally, only those who 
have contributed towards a 
company’s profits have a say in 
what it does.   

 Numerous stakeholders, 
including provincial and 
national education authorities, 
council members, staff, 
students, parents and 
the public at large. Each 
stakeholder-group believes 
that its interests are paramount 
and ought to be served first 
(even as they try to minimise 
their financial inputs).

Allocation of 
Responsibility:  

 Responsibility for key 
operations clearly assigned 
(e.g. sales to the marketing 
manager, financial 
management to the 
accountant or CFO, production 
to the factory manager and so 
on).  

 Responsibility often diffused 
(e.g. for ensuring that students 
get a “good” education; that 
pass and through-put rates 
meet national norms; and 
that graduates are able to find 
jobs.)  Everyone collectively 
is considered responsible for 
these, but no one individually. 

Cycle of 
Operations:

  Performance usually 
reviewed once a year, at the 
shareholders’ annual general 
meeting where financial 
statements showing the results 
of the previous year’s trade are 
presented.  

 This regular scrutiny impels 
business managers to seek 
quick results and adapt to 
changing circumstances 
without delay.  They must 
“decide today and do 
tomorrow.”

  Curricula prescribed by national 
ministry and reviewed perhaps 
once every 10 years.

 Curricula such as NC(V) may 
take years to complete

Executive Authority  In order to be decisive and 
act quickly, company CEOs 
are given significant powers, 
including a strong voice in 
setting goals and determining 
strategy, authority to hire and 
fire staff, control over their 
budgets and often the final 
say over every aspect of the 
company’s operations. 

 College CEOs have limited 
authority to hire and fire 
staff, and limited control over 
budgets and over what actually 
happens in the classroom.  

 College staff are on public-
service labour conditions, 
which provide a high degree 
of job-security and largely 
preclude performance-based 
promotion or remuneration.
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Obstacles Particular to WBE
There are particular obstacles in the way of placing college students in companies for work 
experience: 

 Colleges and companies do not often have a detailed knowledge of one another’s day-to-
day operations. As a result, it is difficult to work out a meaningful programme of activities 
for student interns – one that allows them to exercise within the company’s business 
activities the knowledge and skills they have recently acquired in the college classroom or 
workshop.

 Many company managers (especially in the construction and engineering fields) are 
sceptical about the NC(V).  They may know very little about it, but their perceptions are 
that the NC(V) contains too little practical work and at too low a level.  Moreover, they 
are reluctant to take in students over whom they have no “ownership” (compared to 
apprentices, with whom they have had more experience).

 There are few established systems at DHET or college level for supporting workplace 
experience, including:

 The logistics of getting students to and from workplaces, which over time become a 
significant cost

 Assigning responsibility for WBE to a specific, funded post in the college establishment

 Monitoring and assessing learners’ performance during their placements in industry

 Integrating lessons learned at the workplace back into the college curriculum

 Dealing with legal liabilities including provision of Personal Protective Equipment (PPE), 
damage to equipment and injuries to students.

For workplace experience to become an integral part of the curriculum and bring ongoing 
benefits to colleges, companies and students, all these obstacles have to be overcome.  
Colleges that implement workplace experience for their students may have to find temporary 
solutions, which may limit the numbers of students they place in host companies.
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LESSONS FOR BUILDING AND MAINTAINING SUCCESSFUL COLLEGE-
INDUSTRY PARTNERSHIPS

“Partner” is a verb as well as a noun; it’s something you do as much as have. In order to establish and 
maintain successful partnerships, colleges and companies must do a number of things. These include: 

Taking the initiative

Prospective partners must be pro-active about developing longer-term and more meaningful 
relationships. Neither colleges nor companies should wait in the expectation that the other party will 
come to them.  

Selecting the right partners

Not all companies can help a college meet its objectives; and not all colleges can help a company meet 
its objectives. Carefully researching which ones can, and then targeting them from the start, will save a 
great deal of time, effort and money later.  

Clearly defining objectives 

Colleges and companies need to be clear about exactly what benefits they hope to derive from the 
proposed partnership and how. They must communicate these clearly to each other.  Moreover, they 
must make sure that they understand and accept each other’s objectives.

Addressing the partner’s objectives

The best way to make a partnership stable and successful is to make sure that your partner is happy.  
Colleges and companies must consciously work towards their partner’s objectives.  For example, 
colleges need to make a business case for companies to get into partnership with them. Then they 
need to demonstrate in practice that they can add value to company operations. 

In the SSACI college-industry partnership project, college representatives highlighted that employers must be 
persuaded of the value of partnering with colleges.  For instance, they may see the partnership as a way of getting 
to know the NC(V) and other  courses provided by the college, and how these  can benefit their companies.  They 
may also see engagement with colleges as a way to influence the quality and relevance of the training provided 
by the colleges.  Most importantly, in the current skills shortage, they may see colleges as providing them with a 
new skills pipeline that they can tap into.

Feedback from the SSACI college-industry partnership project often noted that SSACI “helped us to develop a clear 
plan,” which improved the level of communication between colleges and industry, and this in turn paved the way 
for them to expand both the number and the quality of their partnerships.

Locating responsibility within the organisations

One person within both the college and the company needs to be given both the responsibility and 
the authority for driving the partnership.  These respective point persons should be accountable to the 
CEO, who should regularly review progress.

Establishing clear lines of communication 

The primary contact person in the college and the company must have clear lines of communication 
between each other, and with colleagues within their respective organisations.

Planning carefully

The colleges and companies must plan the work of the partnership together carefully and in as much 
detail as possible.  This includes budgeting, staffing, timetabling, pre-briefings, conducting assessments, 
de-briefings, problem-solving, dispute-resolution, handling emergencies and so on.  Both colleges and 
companies often underestimate the time that goes into all of these tasks.  They can become frustrated 
and feel that the partnership requires too much time.  Don’t fall into this trap – go into the partnership 
knowing that significant time is required, and plan for it.  When problems arise, try to “mend it before 
you end it.”  Don’t waste the time and energy that will have gone into the partnership thus far.  Moreover, 
overcoming difficulties serves to build strength in the partnership.
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Putting it in writing 

All agreements between colleges and companies should be documented. This can involve a simple 
letter of agreement or Memorandum of Understanding (MoU), or a more in-depth contract. Written 
agreements help to lay the foundation for the development of professionally managed long-term 
partnerships.  They do not need to be legally binding or overly formal.  However, it is equally important 
that written agreements do not become mere paper exercises. The written agreements should be 
reviewed regularly. 

Documenting the process 

There should be documents that guide the particular interactions of the partnership and that capture 
the learnings and results of the partnership.  For example, if a college is sending lecturers and/or 
students into a company for workplace experience, there must be a structured programme that guides 
the process, including mechanisms to determine what happened and how well it happened.  Similarly, 
if a company is going to send one of their employees to lecture on production line techniques, there 
should be a document that says what will happen, who will be involved, when it will happen, and 
how you will determine if it was successful. There should also be an effective system for storing and 
accessing these documents (a record-keeping system)!  Effective record keeping is an essential part of 
managing and ensuring clear communication within a partnership.

Building confidence and capacity

Few colleges and companies have a lot of experience in implementing meaningful partnerships with 
each other.  It’s best to take small, incremental steps together before plunging into bigger, more serious 
commitments. Starting small, with modest objectives, allows both colleges and companies to build 
mutual confidence and joint capacity. 

In the SSACI college-industry partnership project, companies and colleges indicated that they required more 
capacity to initiate and manage partnerships.

The SSACI college-industry partnership project often led to employers developing a structured approach to 
taking on NC(V) learners, e.g. by developing materials that detailed what is expected of them in the workplace, 
and conducting debriefings with the learners and the college.

Building relationships at both management and operational level 

The company CEO might think it would be a good idea to bring in some college students, but what 
does the production manager think? And what does the college’s academic manager think of his/her 
CEO’s undertaking to offer courses to a nearby company in a field for which the college no longer has 
qualified lecturers? And who will maintain equipment that the company might donate to the college 
workshop?  These examples illustrate that commitments from senior management are an essential part 
of cooperative relationships between colleges and companies but they must be accompanied by equal 
buy-in from the “foot-soldiers.”  It is essential to build relationships at all levels of partner organisations, 
managerial and operational.

In essence, the lessons above point to the need for improved systemisation of partnerships.  
Management, systems and structures – within both colleges and companies – must provide an enabling 
and supportive environment for partnerships. This includes ensuring commitment from senior 
management and buy-in for the partnership at every level of the organisation, allocating responsibility 
and authority to particular individuals, establishing and maintaining clear lines of communication, 
effectively maintaining records and so on. All of this requires that colleges and companies dedicate 
sufficient human resources to building partnerships, and that these staff members are provided with 
the necessary time and support to fulfil these responsibilities.
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Structures that Support College-Industry Partnerships
In addition to allocating the responsibility and authority (for partnerships) to particular individuals 
within the colleges and the companies, and providing them with resources and support, it may be 
appropriate to establish particular structures within the organisations – that are responsible for 
developing and managing the college-industry partnerships.  For example, colleges are increasingly 
establishing Partnerships Units, which provide a centralised, coordinated approach to working with 
companies and other partners.  These units develop policies and systems for managing and growing 
relevant partnerships.  Again, the key is ensuring that sufficient staff resources are dedicated to the unit, 
and that they have the necessary time, support and authority to function effectively.

Colleges and Companies Need Greater Exposure to Each Other
Moreover, the SSACI college-industry partnership project highlighted the need for greater liaising and 
networking between colleges and companies.  Basically, colleges and companies need more exposure 
to each other and greater interaction around particular issues such as the college curriculum.

Strategies for Colleges to Establish Links with Industry
	Work with government, business and industry representatives who serve on college councils

 Set up a college advisory board for each vocational/occupational area in which the college provides 
programmes, and invite employer representatives to meetings

 Participate in business chambers and industry forums
 Invite employer representatives to college functions, like prize giving ceremonies and open days. This 

will give employers an opportunity to visit the college, tour its facilities, meet lecturers and see the 
students in action in workshops and other practical training rooms.

 E-mail and visit workplace contacts occasionally to inform them about developments at the college 
and the different services that the college can offer to employers and their employees

 Make links with companies through their employees who register for part-time classes at the college

Lessons from Existing College-Industry Partnerships
Reasons why some partnerships fail:
 The partnership does not have a shared vision
 The relationship has not been kept alive due to insufficient communication and engagement between 

partners
 Trust has not been developed or maintained
 The partnership fails to generate the benefits hoped for
 The benefits generated are not broad enough. If the benefits extend beyond the immediate partners 

and bring benefits for the broader community, this will provide a stronger motivation for the partnership 
to continue.

Requirements and tips for maintaining successful partnerships:
 Good communication between partners
 A primary contact person in each partner organisation and clear lines of communication between them.
 Time to engage in the partnership communication and maintenance process
 College management, structures and systems that support partnership development and maintenance
 Employers are willing to continue hosting students for WBE if they are happy with the level and 

performance of the students. Don’t spoil your relationships with employers by sending then uninterested 
or problematic students.  Send companies your best students!

	 Building	partnerships	is	a	learning	process.	It	is	important	for	colleges	and	companies	to	reflect	on	the	
partnership – what has worked/not worked and how these can be improved. They should also network 
with other colleges that have successfully engaged in WBE partnerships to learn how they did it
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SPECIFIC RECOMMENDATIONS ON IMPLEMENTING COLLEGE-INDUSTRY 
PARTNERSHIPS 

Recommendations to Colleges and Companies:

1. Appoint particular individuals within the organisation to be responsible for the partnership.  
These individuals should be provided with the necessary resources, support and authority in 
order to fulfil their responsibilities.  It may even be appropriate to set up special teams or units 
dedicated to managing college-industry partnerships.

2. Ensure that there is effective internal communication as well as communication between the 
partners.  All levels of the organisation should be aware of, and buy-in to, the partnership.  
Effective communication between the partners will also support, and be supported by, all of 
the other recommendations.

3. Ensure that the activities arising from the partnership are relevant to both partners.  Activities 
should always contribute towards meeting the objectives and goals identified at the outset 
of the partnership.  In WBE, for example, colleges should ensure that students are matched to 
companies that will provide experience in line with their area of learning.

4. Generate and distribute guiding documents. This includes letters of agreement and MoUs, as 
well as project-specific documents, which guide the partnership components and interactions. 
These documents should be understood by all college and industry representatives involved. 
An example of an important guiding document for WBE is the student task book (or logbook). 
Lecturers and company representatives should be well-versed in what the task book is, how the 
student should use it, and how best to support the student in using it.

5. Develop robust systems to support partnerships. This includes record keeping systems, 
procurement systems, human resource management systems, monitoring and tracking 
systems, evaluation systems, etc. 

6.	 Create	mechanisms	to	identify	and	reflect	upon	experiences	and	learnings	from	the	partnership.	
These insights should be fed into the organisation’s processes for continuous improvement.
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Recommendations to Education Department Officials:

1. Encourage colleges to create a post (or unit) responsible for partnerships. This will ensure that 
control of partnerships is centralised and located somewhere specific within the college.

2. Monitor the colleges’ efforts to build and maintain college-industry partnerships.  It will help to 
have a sense of the “big picture” of college-industry partnerships – how many exist, how they are 
progressing, etc.

3. Give special recognition to colleges that develop partnerships with industry. This includes 
providing incentives that reward colleges for maintaining successful partnerships over time.  

4. Create a mechanism for colleges to share their partnership experiences and learnings, and 
to feed these insights into other processes.  For example, experience from a college-industry 
partnership may be used to inform a staff development programme, performance appraisal or 
curriculum review.

5. Resolve outstanding issues relating to legal liability. This includes insurance against personal 
injury, the provision of PPE and damage to workplace equipment. These issues currently present 
a major obstacle to placing students in WBE. Clarity and guidance from the DHET would go 
a long way in removing these obstacles and opening up opportunities for college-industry 
partnerships.

6. Include partnerships in the performance criteria for colleges so that they can build this into their 
annual budget planning (using their state allocation, amongst other funding sources, to support 
efforts to develop and maintain college-industry partnerships).

Recommendations to Facilitating Agencies:

1. Support colleges that meet the minimum criteria for establishing successful partnerships.  
These are covered in the section on “Lessons for Building and Maintaining Successful College-
Industry Partnerships” and include: having an identified “champion” and/or partnerships unit, 
strong management support, effective internal communication systems, record-keeping 
systems, monitoring systems, etc.

2. Support colleges that focus on building ongoing capacity to maintain successful partnerships 
– training materials, training workshops and follow-up support.

3. Help create mechanisms for colleges and companies to share learnings from their partnerships 
and feed these learnings into other processes.

4. Help colleges to develop marketing materials that inform companies of the ways in which they 
can partner with the college and highlight the benefits of doing so. 
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CONCLUSION

In essence, college-industry partnerships need to be more systematic.  This means that systems must be 
put in place to enable colleges and companies to relate productively to each other.  To this end, colleges 
and companies should:

 Define their own objectives clearly

 Make sure their prospective partner understands and accepts them

 Make equally sure they understand and accept their partner’s objectives

 Consciously work towards their partner’s objectives

 Locate responsibility within their organisations

 Establish clear lines of communication – internally and between the partners  

 Put agreements in writing, and review them regularly

 Document the process and use these documents to guide their interactions and projects  

 Plan their work together carefully and in as much detail as possible

 Start small, with modest objectives, then gradually build mutual confidence and joint capacity 

 Build relationships at all levels of their organisations, managerial and operational

Partnerships do not develop overnight. They require significant time, energy and patience. Along the 
way, colleges and companies should beware of prospective partners who :

 can’t or won’t say exactly what their objectives are

 are only interested in their own objectives

 aren’t prepared to commit significant resources of their own

 won’t be tied down to a written agreement

 want to be solely in charge

College-industry partnerships face almost daily challenges, which must be resolved to mutual satisfaction 
if the partnerships are to survive and prosper. However, it is important to note that partnerships in 
themselves are not always worthwhile. Good partnerships are better than no partnerships but no 
partnerships are better than bad partnerships. 

Therefore, the effort involved in developing and maintaining good college-industry partnerships should 
either be made wholeheartedly or not at all. The lessons and recommendations contained in this booklet 
may be of some use to those who choose to make that effort.
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