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Synopsis 

 
In its first decade of democracy the South African government embarked on radical 

reforms to the apartheid education system. One such set of reforms concerned the 

restructuring of the further education and training (FET) college sector. The 

implementation plan for the restructuring of the FET college sector, entitled Reform of 

South Africa’s Technical Colleges (Department of Education, 2001), was released in 

September 2001. The reorganisation of the FET college sector brought with it the 

prospect of meeting the objectives of the country’s Human Resource Development 

Strategy (Department of Education, 2001). Colleges would be transformed so that they 

offered learners the “high-quality, lifelong learning opportunities that are essential to 

social development and economic competitiveness in a rapidly changing world” 

(Department of Education, 2001:5). 

 
The study has its origins in a deceptively simple research question: What are the 

organisational and cultural influences and constraints on policy implementation? 

 

Much has been written about why policies fail to be implemented as planned 

(McLaughlin 1987; Guiacquinta, 1994). Based on the extensive data generated in this 

research I found explanatory power in a conceptual framework that uses the dual lenses 

of restructuring, focusing on “changing the use of time, space, roles and relationships to 

improve learning” (Fink & Stoll, 1998:308); and reculturing, which focuses on “the 

process of developing new values, beliefs and norms” (Fullan, 1996:420). The new 

government policy for FET colleges proposed a dramatic re-organisation of the 

sectorthrough mergers in order to position these institutions so as to meet the socio-

economic and human resource needs of a transforming society in line with global 

trends. Yet, an analysis of the sector revealed system-level problems relating to the 

structure and culture of the FET colleges that would undermine the implementation of 

the new policy.   

 

The comparative case study method was used to conduct this research on three technical 

colleges – two state-aided and one state college – as the “cases” under investigation. 

Data was collected over a one-year period using a wide variety of data collection 

methods including in-depth interviews (both individual and focus group sessions), 
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document analysis, the review of minutes of meetings and other communiqués, selected 

photographs and structured questionnaires. 

The first major finding of this study is that the restructuring of the FET colleges through 

mergers was constrained by structural or the organisational inefficiencies in the system, 

that is, the lack or absence of the structures required for effective implementation of 

policy. 

The second major finding of this study is that the restructuring process underestimated 

the depth and resilience of the FET college culture, and that this institutional culture 

militated against effective implementation. In other words, there was no strategy for 

reculturing these institutions.   

This research further demonstrates the consequences of attempted restructuring without 

reculturing and the implications of not taking into account implementation matters 

involving institutional culture, values, behaviour and working styles. Successful change 

has more to do with the professional values, beliefs and assumptions held by 

implementers than with the voluntary adoption of the reform, irrespective of whether it 

is mandated at the national or provincial levels. Implementers choose practices and 

changes that fit best with their pre-existing beliefs and which are consistent with the 

organisation’s culture. Furthermore, the insights gained from this study that structure 

and culture are inextricably linked have both practical and theoretical significance. The 

study not only offers insight into the reorganisation of the FET colleges in South Africa, 

but also serves to extend our understanding of the importance of culture and structure as 

two neglected dimensions of systemic reform.  

In this study I highlighted several issues that could serve as a springboard for future 

research into this neglected sector (FET colleges) of the education and training system:  

• longitudinal rather than snapshot studies of institutional cultures and their 

unfolding effects on college restructuring; 

• empirical and conceptual accounts of college cultures that examine the impact of  

micro-political activity on the change trajectory; and  

• studies on how college systems change or restructure as opposed to individual 

colleges. 
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In sum this research found that there were several structural (capacity, resource, 

leadership, support, communication, planning and advocacy) and cultural (beliefs, 

values, assumptions, understanding and practices) factors that constrained policy 

implementation. The study further argues that restructuring without reculturing 

encourages symbolic rather than substantive change. The thesis concludes that the 

restructuring (mergers) resulted in a fragmented, rather than a coordinated, FET system.  

 

Key words: organisation, structure, cultural, restructuring, reculturing, policy 

implementation, reform, further education and training, educational change, 

reorganisation 
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