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ABSTRACT Access to basic education has been viewed by policy makers, scholars and development practitioners
as a critical strategy for alleviating poverty. However, research has shown that a large number of rural women in
South Africa continue to live in poverty despite the introduction of Adult Basic Education and Training and
Literacy Programmes. The questions that this review paper seeks to interrogate are: Why is it that, so far, the basic
education and training and literacy intervention programmes have seemingly not fully yielded the desired results?
Is the basic education that rural women are receiving not relevant to their needs? The document analysis approach
was used to obtain information from policy documents, journal papers and government reports regarding the issue.
The findings demonstrated the need for a needs analysis to be carried out in order to determine the specific needs
of women in their respective communities. The establishment of community platforms and formation of partnerships
with various stakeholders were seen as approaches that were likely to ease the plight of rural women.

INTRODUCTION

Research has undeniably shown that basic
education is the fundamental pillar in the devel-
opment process. It arms individuals with basic
knowledge, reading and writing skills and use of
numbers which are all critical in the fight against
poverty and inequality (Nhamo and Nhamo 2006;
Gardiner 2008; George and Onyekachi 2013). The
United Nations Educational Scientific and Cul-
tural Organisation (UNESCO 1997) asserts that
“basic education opens up communication chan-
nels, expands personal choice and control over
one’s environment, gives them access to infor-
mation, allows them to cope with work and fam-
ily responsibilities and also changes the image
they have of themselves.” Agbalajobi (2008)
corroborates the preceding views and avers that
“education equips an individual with the skills
needed for survival, social interactions, as well
as contribution to societal growth.”

Despite the centrality of basic education in
the field of development, on its own, it is unlike-
ly to effectively deal with the numerous and some-
what complex challenges that disadvantaged
people, particularly rural women, are confronted
with in their daily lives. Rural women face nu-
merous challenges some of which are social,
educational, economic and human related
(Mathaulula 2008; Moagi 2008; Moyo et al. 2012;
George and Onyekachi 2013; Ukwoma and Njoku
2013). These challenges demand more than just
basic education. There is need to focus on the

provision of knowledge and skills that will help
rural women address the challenges they face in
their daily lives. In support of this viewpoint,
Gardiner (2008) raises the argument that, since
adults are involved in a lot of family and commu-
nity issues, they need education that goes be-
yond survival; education that also caters for
human and social development. Gardiner makes
it quite clear that adults need an education that
is all encompassing; education that equips them
with knowledge and skills relevant to their needs.

 Researchers, policy-makers and develop-
ment organisations have been supporting the
incorporation of the ‘life skills training’ compo-
nent of adult education so as to assist the less
privileged members of society to deal with the
challenges that life might throw at them, be it
economic, social, human or political (Asmal and
James 2001; Ngugi and Nyariki 2005; United
Nations Secretary-General Report 2005; Gardin-
er 2008).

 Whilst basic education and training skills
are crucial pieces in the development puzzle, the
absence of community platforms makes both
basic education and the skills development as-
pects to be of little significance to poor commu-
nities if they do not take into account specific
needs of specific groups of people in a specific
environment. Poor people have their own needs
and goals and these differ from one community
to another, depending on community members’
age, gender and race to name just a few vari-
ables (Mathaulula 2008; Moyo et al. 2012). These
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variables ought to be factored in when design-
ing or implementing intervention strategies for
disadvantaged people, particularly rural wom-
en. Doing so is likely to assist in coming up with
programmes that directly address rural people’s
social, human and economic needs.

 There is, therefore, a need for the establish-
ment of community platforms in order to give
the affected people time to articulate their con-
cerns, how they want them addressed and to
come up with sources likely to render the re-
quired assistance. Kehler (2001) concurs and
posits that in order to have a deeper understand-
ing of poverty issues, it is critical that the poor
are allowed to determine their own indicators
through participatory approaches. Moyo and
Francis (2010) take the debate further and pos-
tulate that solutions to life’s problems are better
conceived through interacting with the people
affected by a problem. Failure to utilise such
processes defeats the purpose of intervention
strategies to free rural women from the menac-
ing poverty.

 Democratic South Africa, like other young
democracies plagued by the scourge of pover-
ty, has singled out the provision of basic educa-
tion, including adult education, as one of her
priority areas (Ministerial Committee on Litera-
cy 2007; Hosking 2012; Zuma 2013). Adult edu-
cation and literacy programmes have been put
in place to enable the disadvantaged members
of society to have a better understanding of them-
selves, the world around them and to deal with
their social challenges, of which poverty is one
of them (Gardiner 2008; Zuma 2010).

The government’s determination towards
such an endeavour is affirmed in all the State of
the Nation Addresses by the former and current
presidents of democratic South Africa (Mande-
la 1994; Mbeki 2005; Zuma 2012). Also, the Bill
of Rights, Section 29 (a) of the South African
Constitution (Act 108 1996) which provides that
“everyone has the right to a basic education,
including adult basic education” bears testimo-
ny to the government’s commitment towards this
cause. In addition, the post 1994 South African
government signed the Dakar Framework for
Action in which it committed itself to reducing
illiteracy to 50 % in 2015 (Rule 2006). Basic edu-
cation has therefore been identified by demo-
cratic South Africa as a crucial vehicle that has
the potential of eradicating rural people’s pov-
erty and also reducing their educational inade-
quacies (Mandela 1994; Mbeki 1999; Zuma 2013).

 Despite this commendable initiative, most
rural women continue to live in poverty (Kehler
2001; Sender 2002; Moyo and Francis 2010;
Moyo et al. 2012). The questions that the paper
seeks to interrogate, therefore, are: why is it that,
up to now, the basic education and training and
literacy intervention programmes have seemingly
not fully yielded the desired results? Could it be
that the education that rural women are receiv-
ing is not appropriate to their needs? How much
consultation is there between policy makers and
rural women with regards to their needs vis-a-
vis their social situations/challenges? Finding
answers to the above questions will satisfy the
requirements of a ‘needs analysis undertaking’,
which might unearth what might be the cause of
the quandary that rural women find themselves
in. Such a need analysis might also assist in
finding practical solutions to rural women’s prob-
lems.

 In this particular paper, poverty refers to lack
of knowledge and relevant skills to engage in
meaningful business ventures. The phrase “ru-
ral women” refers but is not limited to those
groups of rural women residing in communities
within South Africa’s former “homelands” which
comprise the Northern Province (Limpopo),
Ciskei and Transkei (Eastern Cape), Bophuthat-
swana (North-West) and KwaZulu (KZN). The
education that the paper is advocating for, is the
one informed by detailed needs analysis geared
towards imparting relevant knowledge and skills
for use in a rural set up. Community platforms as
advocated for in this paper refer to organised
groups within communities whereby women,
girls and various community leaders gather to-
gether to deliberate on issues that are of con-
cern to them. Traditional leaders with the assis-
tance of other community leaders can facilitate
the establishment of such platforms within their
respective communities.

 The following sections are an attempt to in-
terrogate some of the issues highlighted earlier
on in the paper. The first part of the paper ex-
plores the literacy and adult education initia-
tives that have been put in place by the succes-
sive post 1994 South African governments. Fur-
ther, the challenges that rural women in post-
apartheid South Africa still face are addressed.
Lastly, the importance of the establishment of
community platforms and stakeholder collabo-
ration is highlighted.
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Objectives

The objectives of the study are:
1. To identify the initiatives that democratic

South Africa has undertaken to empower
rural women with literacy and numeracy
skills.

 2. To assess the successes and challenges of
the initiatives in achieving the goal of
equipping rural women with literacy and
numeracy skills

3. To identify an approach that is likely to
improve the implementation of the initiated
programmes.

METHODOLOGY

 The review paper employed the document
analysis approach. The documents analysed
included policy documents, journal papers and
government reports.

Literacy and Adult Education Initiatives in
Post-Apartheid South Africa

 In a bid to address the problem of illiteracy
and innumeracy among her disadvantaged citi-
zenry, democratic South Africa embarked on
Adult Basic Education and Training and litera-
cy programmes (McKay 2007; Gardiner 2008).
Focus was mainly on equipping rural women
and disabled people with literacy, numeracy and
occupational skills to enable them to cope with
the numerous challenges they encounter in their
daily lives (McKay 2007; Gardiner 2008). The
Adult Basic Education and Training (ABET) pro-
gramme launched in 2000 under the Ministry of
Basic Education and named as a Presidential lead
project within the Reconstruction and Develop-
ment Programme was meant to achieve the ob-
jectives highlighted above (Prinsloo 1999; Aitch-
ison 2003). According to McKay (2007), the ABE
component in ABET is meant to deal with acqui-
sition of elementary or foundation education
whilst the ‘T’ is mainly concerned with obtain-
ing job related skills, of which dressmaking, craft
work, plumbing, beadwork and use of technolo-
gy are some of them.

 In addition, participants to the ABET pro-
grammes were to be awarded a nationally recog-
nised certificate at the end of Grade 9 (Gardiner
2008). To augment the services of ABET, vari-
ous literacy campaigns such as the South Afri-

can National Literacy Initiative (SANLI) of 2000,
Masifundisane of 2006 in KwaZulu-Natal and
Kha Ri Gude of 2008 were initiated (McKay 2007;
Ministerial Committee on Literacy 2007; Gardin-
er 2008; South African National Report 2008).
According to McKay (2007), SANLI’s proposal
was that it would provide basic skills that were
directly linked to the needs of the intended ben-
eficiaries.

 Despite the fact that SANLI and ABET’s
intentions on paper are quite sound, results on
the ground tell a different story (Dlodlo 2009;
Maliwichi et al. 2008; Mathaulula 2008). Al-
though both men and women have benefitted
from the South African government’s initiatives,
albeit to varying levels, research has shown that
ABET initiatives have been fraught with numer-
ous challenges such as lack of funding, poor
implementation of programmes and use of un-
qualified personnel to name just a few challeng-
es (Castle and Kiggundu 2007). This state of
affairs has impacted negatively on rural wom-
en’s desire to free themselves from poverty (Wil-
lenberg 2005; Castle and Kiggundu 2007). Evi-
dence from research has also shown that rural
women still encounter various challenges some
of which are highlighted in the sections that fol-
low.

Challenges Faced by Rural Women in
Democratic South Africa

 Jiyane and Mostert (2010) carried out a study
to determine the role of ICT in business commu-
nications among rural women entrepreneurs in
South Africa. They established that women were
unable to use computer technology to search
for business-related information. Yet the use of
such technology is very critical, especially in
the modern and competitive global village that
the world has become. The above authorities
are of the view that rural people’s poverty is
accentuated by the fact that they have no ac-
cess to knowledge opportunities, communica-
tion/interaction. Support services in the form of
enabling policies, financial support and human
capital to help teach rural people how to use
computers are some of the crucial services that
community members are likely to utilise in order
to bring change to their livelihoods. It is there-
fore imperative that access to such fundamental
tools is expedited to enable women to compete
with other women across the globe.
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 Findings from the study by Maliwichi et al.
(2008) in the Limpopo Province of South Africa
on the identification of types of small-scale busi-
nesses used by households to improve their in-
come revealed that the participants encountered
numerous hurdles in conducting their business-
es. Among the challenges were lack of techni-
cal, business management and marketing skills,
funds to operate their business initiatives and
lack of access to raw materials. Although there
was stakeholders’ involvement in the training
and funding of the participants’ projects, the
authorities were of the view that lack of special-
ists in the various fields such as food prepara-
tion and preservation, clothing and household
designing and art and crafts contributed to the
participants’ woes.

 The study by Dlodlo (2009) in Moutse vil-
lage in Mpumalanga on the impact of socio-eco-
nomic factors on girls and women’s access to
information communication technologies (ICTs)
highlighted that high levels of illiteracy prevent-
ed women from accessing ICT and training. Add-
ed to that, women found it difficult to compre-
hend what was written on the learning materials
as the documents were written in English. Lack
of financial resources might have prevented
women from engaging qualified personnel to
help in the translation of the learning material
for easier understanding. Failure by women to
catalyze the information put across to them im-
pacted negatively on their desire to improve their
quality of life.

 Results of the study conducted in the Vhem-
be District in Limpopo Province by Mathaulula
(2008) revealed that women experienced numer-
ous hurdles some of which were lack of skills
and knowledge about starting and managing
businesses. Yet, skills and knowledge are vital
resources in any business venture. This view-
point is supported by Ukwoma and Njoku (2013)
who posit that information is crucial in every
human activity and without information people
grope in the dark and make numerous mistakes.
Failure to acquire relevant knowledge and skills
is detrimental to the advancement of women.

 Results from the studies above all point to a
skills and knowledge deficiency on the part of
rural women. The question to be asked is: Are
the ABET initiatives failing to adequately ad-
dress the needs of these rural women? There is
no doubt that ABET initiatives have improved
the literacy, numeracy and life skills of rural wom-

en. Some success stories of ABET initiatives
have been mentioned in KwaZulu-Natal and in
some parts of Limpopo Province (Shilubane 2007;
KwaZulu Natal Adult Education and Training
and FET College Report 2012). The Adult Edu-
cation and Training and FET College Report
(2012) makes mention of the fact that the major-
ity of the ABET participants are now functional-
ly literate in their mother tongue and also blind
learners are able to write using the Braille sys-
tem. Also, women in some of the rural areas of
Limpopo Province are now able to engage in
collective economic strategies such as sewing,
agricultural production and pottery-making
(Oberhauser and Pratt 2004).

 Although rural women have benefitted from
ABET initiatives, evidence from the studies high-
lighted in the earlier sections show that some
rural women are still ‘skills and knowledge’ poor.
The question that arises is: Why are these rural
women still lagging behind in knowledge and
skills despite the adult basic education initia-
tives put in place by the South African govern-
ment? Part of the answer to the preceding ques-
tion might be contained in the South African
Report on Adult Education (2008) which asserts
that “challenges facing adult learning in South
Africa are not policy related but have to do with
policy implementation.” Various scholars have
decried government’s handling of participatory
methods in dealing with societal issues (Pen-
zhorn 2005; Williams 2006; Moyo and Francis
2010). Williams (2006) is of the view that partici-
pation in South Africa has lost its meaning. The
preceding author alludes to the fact that partic-
ipation in South Africa is more like a ritual where
community members attend meetings to endorse
what has been pre-planned by policy makers.

 The study by McEwan (2003) in some of the
municipalities in South Africa is a good example
in highlighting government’s poor handling of
participatory processes in the communities. One
of the participant’s discontent is expressed
through the following remarks: “we can’t wait
for the government to give us the things that
they decide we need. We have to get involved
and tell them what we need and how things
should progress” (McEwan 2003:14).

 Another participant had this to say: “we are
never asked for our opinion on what should be
done. If anything happens, it comes from the
council and we are not asked for the things
that we think are important. No, we are not
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consulted about what we need” (McEwan
2003:20).

 The above quotations demonstrate govern-
ments’ lack of involvement and consultation of
the people who matter most in development, that
is, the affected people. The top down approach
is detrimental to development. Intended benefi-
ciaries should be meaningfully engaged in pro-
cesses pertaining to their development in order
to directly address their needs. Consultations
are a highway to providing relevant knowledge
and skills to the people affected by a problem.

 The current paper further argues that even
policy making should not be left entirely to gov-
ernment. On the contrary, it should be a collec-
tive effort from different stakeholders of which
community members are part of them. This might
be one of the reasons why rural women are still
entrenched in poverty. Their poverty might be
accentuated by their failure to get platforms
where they can contribute to policy formulation
and implementation processes to enable them
to clearly articulate what they need. Since rural
women have their own understanding of pover-
ty, it is critical that women hold such meetings in
order to get to the bottom of their problems so
that proper assistance can be sought (Kehler
2001; Meliko and Oni 2011; Moyo 2013). If after
their deliberations rural women find out that their
challenges are knowledge or skills related, they
will then be in a better position to approach the
right people for assistance. Such assistance can
be rendered through such avenues as work-
shops/seminars, guest speakers, pamphlets,
conferences to mention just a few avenues.

 This systematic approach to development
is likely to assist women to have a clear vision of
the enemy they are fighting, what weaponry they
need to use, how they need to use it, the rein-
forcements they need to call and where to get
them from. Such information is vital if the war
against poverty is to be won. Added to that,
women are likely to receive assistance that is
tailor made to suit their needs as opposed to
government’s ‘one size fit all strategies’. Ngugi
and Nyakiri (2005) advance a similar viewpoint
and posit that there is need for a curriculum that
puts emphasis on knowledge and skills relevant
to living and working in rural areas. Chombo
(2013) adds weight to the debate and posit that,
“there is need to identify knowledge and skills
gap in industry and commerce and also in com-
munities in order to come up with relevant de-

velopment-oriented programmes appropriate in
addressing the challenges we face today.” Rele-
vancy appears to be one of democratic South
Africa’s biggest challenges. Provision of rele-
vant knowledge and skills can only be as a re-
sult of interacting with the people affected by a
problem.

 The study by Moyo et al. (2012) in Makhado
Municipality in Limpopo Province highlighted
the need to also involve men in women related
issues. Furthermore, the preceding authorities
assert that bringing men on board when deliber-
ating on women issues is likely to bring in new
ideas to the discussion, strengthen gender rela-
tions between men and women and ultimately
result in improvements in social cohesion.

 Establishment of development linkages with
other stakeholders to help rural women with the
services they might require, such as entrepre-
neurial skills, technological knowhow or knowl-
edge pertaining to other social issues might also
prove to be beneficial to rural women. A study
carried out by Francis et al. (2010) in villages
and Wards in Makhado Municipality in Limpo-
po Province showed how University-rural com-
munity partnerships could assist community
members in getting the help that they need in
their various localities. Such partnerships are
essential in that people get first-hand informa-
tion on what is happening in the communities
through interacting with the affected people them-
selves.

 It is in this spirit of collaboration that differ-
ent stakeholders such as policy makers, NGOs,
public and private sectors, traditional leaders,
men, women and other interested parties can
engage each other on how best to deal with is-
sues of concern in their communities (Moyo
2013). Also, the process opens doors for the
exchange of ideas, approaches and encourages
networking. Furthermore, it is through such col-
laboration platforms that women can be encour-
aged to form their own partnerships as women
with a view of starting their own business ven-
tures (Moyo 2013). Women can also come to-
gether and write projects proposals in order to
source funds from donor organisations. A col-
laborative approach is also crucial in that it helps
women to be aware of the fact that they are part
of the solution or the change process. Through
collaborating with other stakeholders, rural wom-
en are likely to look at life differently. They are
likely to appreciate that meaningful change can
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only come about when they are also involved
(Moyo 2013). It becomes clear to them that chal-
lenges can only be effectively addressed when
they are part of the process.

 The collective approach to development was
also raised by Makhanya (2012) at the 2012 busi-
ness round table of the Vice-Chancellor’s Afri-
can Intellectuals, Knowledge Systems and Afri-
ca’s Future Prospects Programme held at the
University of South Africa. At this meeting,
Makhanya challenged all sectors of society to
work together in addressing African challenges.
Rural poverty, being one of Africa’s greatest
threats, requires that different stakeholders not
only engage each other but also come up with
practical solutions that can be utilised by rural
women to extricate themselves from the jaws of
poverty.

 The views raised above are succinctly cap-
tured by the African National Congress of South
Africa’s slogan “working together we can do
more” (ANC Manifesto 2009). The slogan un-
derscores the importance of working as a collec-
tive to enhance individual, community and na-
tional growth. Collaboration also assists in in-
culcating the spirit of togetherness in solving
societal problems, thereby strengthening social
cohesion (Moyo 2011). It is therefore of para-
mount importance that community platforms and
stakeholder collaboration are meaningfully uti-
lised in order to bring real change to rural wom-
en’s livelihoods.

CONCLUSION

 The paper has interrogated some of the is-
sues associated with rural women’s poverty de-
spite the introduction of adult education initia-
tives by the South African government. Studies
carried out in the country show that rural wom-
en still encounter challenges regarding the ac-
quisition of knowledge and skills that are rele-
vant to their needs. Despite the fact that the
adult education initiatives incorporate the skills
training aspect, evidence shows that acquisi-
tion of knowledge and skills alone is not enough.
It can be concluded that in the absence of com-
munity platforms, where rural women can delib-
erate on their concerns and how they want them
addressed, the initiatives may be of little signif-
icance. Furthermore, forming linkages with oth-
er stakeholders to assist women overcome some

of their challenges is underscored. Through
these various linkages, women are likely to learn
new ideas, approaches, expand existing net-
works and also learn about the world around
them.

RECOMMENDATIONS

 The study recommends that a ‘needs analy-
sis’ be carried out in order to come up with solu-
tions that are relevant to the needs of women in
their respective communities.

Establishment of linkages with other stake-
holders in order to solve societal issues is of
paramount importance if women are to get rele-
vant help. Furthermore, there is need for women
to form partnerships with other women for the
purposes of sourcing funding from donor or-
ganisations in order to start their own business
ventures.
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