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ABSTRACT
With ever-increasing focus from policymakers on the potential 
of vocational education to provide skills for livelihoods and 
sustainability in the rural economy, this study set out to investi-
gate attempts at curriculum reform by agricultural technical and 
vocational education and training providers in the context of the 
dual crisis – ‘climate and economic’ – in Zimbabwe. The question 
addressed is: How should the agricultural vocational education 
and training curriculum respond to the climate and economic 
crisis to ensure sustainability? The paper highlights enablers and 
barriers to curriculum responsiveness. Moll’s model of curricu-
lum responsiveness provided analytical lenses for the study. 
Data collection was through semi-structured interviews, focus 
group interviews, document analysis and observations, and 
analysed thematically. The study revealed that the climate crisis 
in Zimbabwe has affected both government and non-govern-
ment vocational training centres in several ways. However, the 
curriculum was 'one-size fits all', focused on the needs of a 
formal labour market. Such a labour market has been decimated 
by the economic crisis and climate break down. Hence, providers 
of agricultural vocational education in rural areas ought to con-
sider re-engineering the curriculum to be more responsive to a 
range of drivers, including climate change, especially within the 
rural context.
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Introduction

The voices on the important role of agricultural vocational education and 
training (AVET) for sustainability are getting louder especially against the back-
drop of global climate change (McGrath et al. 2006; Holfelder 2019; Lotz-Sisitka 
et al. 2017; Muwaniki et al. 2022). This is part of a broader trend in which 
international agencies and funders as well as national governments are increas-
ingly turning to VET as a key strategy for addressing a range of social and 
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political concerns, including but not limited to growing youth unemployment, 
stagnating economic growth, addressing gender inequality, climate change and 
food insecurity (UNESCO 2016).

VET is increasingly viewed as a solution for a range of national problems in 
Zimbabwe, notwithstanding continuing priorities in basic and higher education. 
Here it includes an important focus on agricultural skills, reflecting Zimbabwe’s 
deindustrialisation, the centrality of the politics of land, and the urgency of the 
climate emergency. This has seen a growing focus both on agricultural curricu-
lum reform and the changing roles of extension officers (Muwaniki et al. 2022). 
The larger study this paper draws from sought to investigate curriculum respon-
siveness of vocational training centres (VTCs) to the needs of the rural commu-
nities and specifically land reform recipients in the localities surrounding the 
centres (Muwaniki 2019). Here we consider experiences at two such centres, 
located in a region where climate change is threatening agricultural yields 
alongside significant change in land ownership patterns as a result of land 
reform (Muwaniki 2019).

The paper seeks to investigate the responsiveness of two agricultural voca-
tional education and training centres in Zimbabwe (one public and the other 
privately run) to the climate and economic crisis to enhance sustainability. The 
paper also furthermore highlights enablers and barriers to curriculum respon-
siveness at the two institutions. It focuses on how the VET curriculum at two 
rural colleges sought to respond to the climate and economic crisis in 
Zimbabwe. The paper seeks to address the following questions:

● How might the AVET curriculum respond to the climate and economic 
crises to ensure sustainability?

● What are the enablers and barriers to AVET curriculum responsiveness in 
light of the climate and economic crises?

● What does this case study reveal about the relationship between agricul-
tural vocational education and sustainable development?

In the first section of what follows we present the international context of the 
provision of Agricultural Vocational Education and Training. We adumbrate 
developments and shifts at the policy level that inform curriculum reform in 
Zimbabwean AVET. The concept of curriculum responsiveness is also discussed 
(cf. Wedekind and Mutereko 2016). In the final section we discuss the barriers 
and enablers of curriculum responsiveness at the two colleges and what it 
might offer to a wider international debate on VET and sustainability.
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AVET provision in the context of the economic and climate crisis in 
Zimbabwe

The policy discourse on VET broadly has recently seen significant shifts, and 
this also applies to AVET. The direction which VET has to pursue if it is to 
contribute to sustainability is enshrined in the SDGs and other key policy 
documents. The ratification of SDGs by the United Nations in 2015 signals a 
recognition that previous attempts at development were unsustainable. 
Unlike the Millennium Development Goals, the SDGs, particularly SDG4, 
make an explicit commitment to equal access to affordable and quality VET 
for all, and specifically seeks to ‘substantially increase the number of youth 
and adults who have relevant skills, including technical and vocational skills, 
for employment, decent jobs and entrepreneurship’ (UNDP, 2016). SDG4 also 
seeks to ensure inclusive and equitable education and promote lifelong 
opportunities for all. Apart from the SDGs, at the global level there have 
been attempts at policy formulation emphasising the urgency for VET to 
adapt and be transformed to be more relevant and aligned to development 
strategies such as the UNESCO TVET strategy (UNESCO 2016) and the 
Continental Education Strategy for Africa (African Union 2016).

Conservation and the sustainable use of environmental and natural resources 
are necessary to tackle key SDG themes such as multidimensional poverty, 
inequality and exclusion, and promote resilience and effective governance for 
sustainable development (UNDP, 2016). Climate change is a huge risk globally. 
Brazier (2015) notes that globally, with temperatures rising, rainfall patterns will 
have variations with some regions experiencing above normal rainfall while 
others will have below normal rainfall. These changes will have devastating 
effects on livelihoods across regions, and Southern Africa is no exception 
(Engelbrecht and Monteiro 2021).

One important aspect of this is that global food security is likely to be 
severely threatened. Production of all of the major food staples (maize, rice 
and wheat) will be disrupted by rising temperatures, water shortages and 
increases in pest and disease attacks (Brazier 2015). Thus, an agricultural climate 
mitigation strategy requires a revisiting of the range of crops under cultivation.

As one response, the United Nations General Assembly declared 2023 ‘The 
Year of the Millets’, in order to encourage farmers to grow small grains to ensure 
food security (Theuri and Burkhart 2023). Millets are small edible seeds with high 
nutritional value, resistant to pests and drought which have underutilised 
potential to address food and nutritional insecurity. Adoption of millets will be 
significant especially in areas with poor soils, climate change and adverse 
weather. Historically, small grains were grown extensively in Zimbabwe but 
they were increasingly replaced by hybrid maize strains after colonialism as 
these crops offered greater yields and profits for commercial farmers. However, 
much of Zimbabwe is already drought-prone and the increasing climate crisis 
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necessitates a review of farming practices, including revisiting historic patterns 
of small grain production.

Apart from small grain production, the keeping of small ruminants such as 
goats and sheep has also been acknowledged as a climate change adaptation 
move for farmers in heat-stressed environments. These ruminants are a critical 
source of livelihood for rural people and have a potential to contribute to more 
sustainable food production systems (Berihulay et al. 2019).

The agricultural challenges of climate change in Zimbabwe need to be 
understood within the wider context of the national political economy and 
the centrality to that of land and, hence, agriculture (Chipato et al. 2020). The 
legacy of the colonial land grab and the establishment of a massive settler- 
based large-scale commercial agricultural system on the most productive land 
continues to cast its shadow on Zimbabwean politics and society. After an initial 
policy of rapprochement with white agriculture alongside modest land redis-
tribution from 1980, the government moved radically in 2000 through its Fast 
Track Land Reform Programme (FTLRP).

Under the FTLRP, Zimbabwe’s Ministry of Lands categorised models of reset-
tlement into two main categories which are the ‘A1’ and ‘A2’ models. The A1 
model promoted smallholder farmers who are referred to as ‘A1 farmers’, while 
the A2 model was meant for more middle to large scale farmers referred to as ‘A2 
farmers’ (Chavhunduka 2016). The A1 farmers engage in smallholder production 
on either small-scale independent farms of, on average, twenty hectares, or in 
villagised arrangements with shared grazing and clustered homes (Shonhe and 
Mtapuri 2020). Villagised arrangements have land sizes of, on average, five 
hectares, and have communal grazing of about twelve hectares. The majority of 
A1 farmers were former peasants from the overcrowded communal areas and 
who were mostly of low socio-economic status and often excluded from educa-
tion. Meanwhile, the A2 farmers were mostly high ranking civil servants, army 
personnel (both retired and in service) as well as the politically-connected busi-
ness elite (Muwaniki 2019; Shonhe, Scoones et al 2020).

The shift to a more radical land reform agenda reflected a wider legitimacy 
crisis of the government. In the first 10 years of independence (the 1980s), the 
country experienced significant growth in most sectors of the economy includ-
ing agriculture, education, mining and industry (Masunungure 2020; Kanyenze  
2022). However, the growth trajectory could not be sustained. This led to the 
adoption of the Economic Structural Adjustment Programme (ESAP) in 1991. 
The subsequent years of austerity significantly weakened support for the gov-
ernment and led to an increasingly tense political climate (the Government of 
National Unity from 2009 to 2013 marking a temporary reduction of tensions). 
The land reforms were an attempt to rebuild both popular (through land for the 
poor and veterans of the liberation struggle) and elite support (through farms 
for military officers in particular). However, the contestations of the reform led to 
a continued crisis, including sanctions, economic collapse and mass emigration. 
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All of this made the population even more dependent on agriculture for liveli-
hoods at a point when climate change threatened yields.

Curriculum responsiveness

Globally, public VET has been criticised for its limited ‘responsiveness’ to the 
needs of industry. Such analysis applies equally to the agricultural sector. Within 
Southern Africa there has been an increased interest in vocational curriculum 
responsiveness (Gamble 2003; Moll 2004 Wedekind and Mutereko 2016; 
Muwaniki 2019).

Much of the literature on curricular responsiveness narrowly and unreflex-
ively treats responsiveness simply as being about servicing the needs of 
employers. This fails to recognise that there are wider external forces at play, 
and fails to recognise the particular dynamics of educational institutions which 
need to respond to the broader needs of their learners and work within the 
constraints of their human and material resources. Following Moll (2004) and 
Wedekind and Mutereko (2016), we suggest curriculum responsiveness needs 
to be seen as including interaction with five drivers:

(1) employers (as drivers of both demand and supply with regard to labour 
and education and training)

(2) students/workers/job-seekers and their individual psych-social needs
(3) policies and regulations governing educational access, progression and 

funding
(4) societal and environmental issues beyond the labour market; and
(5) the internal dynamics and resources of education and training 

organisations.

Here we put particular emphasis on the environmental aspect of the fourth 
dimension.

Methodology

The study was carried out at two vocational training centres: College A is 
government owned and run, although by the Ministry of Youth rather than 
the Ministry of Higher Education Science and Technology Development (see 
later), whilst College B is a non-governmental run training centre. A multi case 
study design was used because this provides a unique insight into institutions 
and people in real situations (Rini 2019). A total of 26 participants took part in 
the study as follows: two senior Ministry Officials: one each from the Ministry of 
Youth, Indigenisation and Empowerment and the Ministry of Higher Education, 
Science and Technology Development; two principals, one from each centre; 
eight lecturers (four from each centre) and 16 students (eight from each centre). 
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The selection of principals was in order to get the overall picture of how the 
centres operated as well as get the context under which they operate. The 
selection of lecturers was purposive (only agriculture lecturers) while random 
sampling was done for students (since they formed a bigger pool). Data was 
collected from the rest using semi-structured interviews except for the eight 
students who participated in a focus group interview.

Data was analysed using thematic analysis. Major themes emanating from 
the data were identified through coding of participants’ responses which were 
then thematically categorised (Braun and Clarke 2021). The major themes that 
emerged were supported by rich quotations of what the respondents actually 
said in the interviews. Ethical protocols were observed including informed 
consent, confidentiality and honesty in reporting findings, and avoidance of 
harm (Bussu et al. 2021). Participants’ identities have been kept confidential.

Introducing the centres

Both are in areas characterised by poor and unreliable rainfall patterns, high 
temperatures and poor soils (Chikodzi 2016; Muwaniki 2019). This classification 
makes sustainable rain-fed crop production difficult around these centres and 
often results in food insecurity.

In terms of mandate, both centres share commonalities in their mission and 
vision. They are tasked with supporting self-reliance, poverty alleviation and 
food security. College A focuses strongly on skills for self-employment in several 
trades, whilst College B has a wider community development mandate. 
Agriculture is an important feature of both. At College A salaries are met by 
the Treasury but only 50% of operational costs are covered, a move made due to 
the economic crisis. By contrast, College B is owned by a membership-based 
organisation operating as a Private Voluntary Organisation. All income has to be 
raised by the organisation. It has been successful in attracting international 
donor support from such partners as HIVOS International, Norwegian Agency 
for Development Cooperation (NORAD), Africa 2000, Plan International, Tools 
for Self-Reliance, and United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). 
Although some donors withdrew in the era of sanctions, the centre has been 
able to maintain funding.

Programmes at College A are offered in four main departments: Building, 
Agriculture, Tourism and Hospitality, and Engineering. National Certificate pro-
grammes are offered in Agriculture, Building, Hotel and Tourism, Cosmetology, 
Motor Mechanics, and Carpentry. All the programmes offered at the institution 
are at the National Foundation Certificate as well as the National Certificate 
levels. The National Foundation Certificate is equivalent to Ordinary Level [the 
former English ‘O’ level], whereas the National Certificate is equivalent to 
Advanced Level [again mirroring English practice] under the Zimbabwe 
National Qualifications Framework. After the completion of the certificate 
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courses the participants register for trade tests under the Higher Education 
Examinations Council (HEXCO) for Journeyman classes. Zimbabwe has since 
adopted a ten band National Qualifications Framework similar to the South 
African National Qualifications Framework (Chisholm 2007).

The centre offers the three-year Certificate in Agriculture. The learners who 
successfully complete this programme typically enter the agricultural extension 
services or go into further studies. The Certificate course is divided into three 
main subject areas: Animal Husbandry, Crop Production and Agriculture 
Engineering. The entry requirements are 3 Ordinary level passes, and the use 
of English means that these programmes are not accessible to much of the local 
populace. College B offers both formal and non-formal programmes. Alongside 
the National Certificate in Agriculture described above, there are a series of non- 
accredited courses in crop production and animal husbandry.

Findings

Curriculum responsiveness to the economic and climate crisis

Findings from the study revealed that there has been some movement of the 
VET curriculum in response to the climate and economic crisis in Zimbabwe. The 
programmes offered at both centres indicate curriculum responsiveness to both 
the climate and economic crisis. Apart from the usual programmes offered in 
agriculture colleges elsewhere, the two cases have introduced more specific 
subjects such as small grain production, small animal production, entrepreneur-
ship as well as community development projects (but more prominently at 
College B).

Small grain production

The first theme identified as constituting the learning needs of A1 farmers was 
crop production. The participants in the focus groups identified a number of 
specific content areas: small grains production, sugar cane production and 
greenhouse farming. The majority of the participants in the focus group discus-
sion at both centres (seven of the eight at College A and all at College B) 
indicated small grains production as an important area they needed to learn 
about as new farmers. All the participants from the drier parts of the country 
preferred small grains because they performed better than hybrid seeds in 
regions with short farming seasons due to water shortages. What was observed 
is that a farmer’s place of origin has an influence on the types of crops they 
needed to learn to grow. The majority of students noted that in order to attain 
food security in light of climate change, farmers in the drier regions should be 
trained in growing small grains. Their feelings are illustrated in the following 
quotation from one of them.
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Even though it’s now common knowledge that we need to grow small grains, the fact 
is that we cannot do it successfully until we learn how to produce our own seed 
varieties as farmers so that we do not depend on buying seed. (Student B7)

The growing of small grains is an important area new farmers need to learn, 
especially those coming from the drier regions of the country. This is because 
small grains are quick to mature; hence they are not affected by long dry spells 
commonly experienced in these areas, especially in the southern parts of the 
country. It was therefore necessary that the centres respond both to climate 
change and to the needs of the farmers they train.

Responsiveness to the need for small grains production was much greater at 
College B as compared to College A. It was much easier because College B 
initiated a small grain farming initiative in gardens in the community. The 
training of farmers within the community in small grain production was done 
through short courses that resulted in farmers getting certificates of attendance 
but had an advantage of immediate application of knowledge on their plots 
since the farmers were given inputs by the centre. This enabled teachers at the 
centre to develop their own applied knowledge and integrate it into the 
curriculum. As for the public centre, responsiveness to the need for small grains 
was slower because their curriculum was entirely centrally controlled and 
dependent on changes at the Ministry level with little room for local institution-
ally based responsiveness. This, of course, is a well-attested global challenge for 
public college responsiveness (Wedekind 2014).

Small livestock production

Learning how to raise small livestock was identified as a learning need by the 
majority of participants in the focus group interview at both centres. They 
indicated that they were interested in learning how to raise goats, sheep and 
rabbits. One of the learners said:

Small livestock production is the way to go these days. It is because they are not 
expensive to maintain and the decisions to sell can be made much quicker as com-
pared to cattle. (Student A3)

Another learner said:

In Beit Bridge, where I come from, the dry conditions and availability of small bushes 
makes goat production quite viable. Goats have an advantage in that they multiply 
faster than cattle. (Student A5)

The need for programmes on small livestock production was supported by students 
in both focus group discussions. The benefit of small livestock production is early 
maturity of the animals. This means that there is faster income and returns when 
they are sold. Another advantage is that decisions to sell and slaughter for meat are 
easier to make with regard to small livestock, compared to cattle.
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Responsiveness to the need for small livestock was evident at both centres in 
what was taught in the classrooms. Programmes at both centres teach the raising of 
small ruminants such as goats and sheep since these are more drought tolerant. 
However, responsiveness by College B had more practical support from the centre in 
that they had deliberate programmes where farmers were given goats which they 
would raise in small groups and pass on the kids to other villagers to ensure the 
sustainability of the initiative.

Community development focus

Responding to the need for community development inevitably overlaps with 
questions of supporting sustainable livelihoods. Climate change is layered upon 
existing challenges of environmental degradation that are particularly prevalent 
in Zimbabwe’s communal lands, reflecting the colonial land policy of forced 
concentration of African populations on marginal lands and in numbers far 
beyond the land’s carrying capacity. Particularly in the district where College B 
is located, there is a major soil erosion problem, with large gulleys threatening 
farming activities. Hence, it was argued that their management should be an 
important feature of the agricultural curriculum. A number of small dams in the 
area, built to counter the challenge of low rainfall, are in need of rehabilitation, 
and more are required. Again, building skills here was seen as necessary.

In response, College B had facilitated the establishment of nutritional gar-
dens in most wards in their district. The lecturer responsible for the nutritional 
gardens had qualifications and experience in agriculture as well as nutrition and 
HIV and AIDS. The lecturer noted that:

traditionally we offered the module on nutritional gardens focusing on the food 
security aspect only. However, with the increased incidences of HIV and AIDS in the 
district as well as after conducting training needs analysis, the herbal component was 
added. The focus was on responding to the needs not only of A1 farmers, but the entire 
population since HIV and AIDS does not discriminate. (Lecturer B4)

The herbal gardens programme was an expansion of the scope of nutritional 
gardens introducing herbs to enhance health outcomes. This expansion was 
necessitated by the realisation that a high percentage of the populations are 
people living with HIV and AIDS (Manyangadze, Chimbari, and Mavhura 2021).

Enablers of and barriers to AVET curriculum responsiveness

Ministry Officials interviewed reflected on policy responsiveness in the main . It 
was revealed that there is often confusion and apparent duplication of tasks 
between the Ministry of Youth which runs College A and the Ministry of Higher 
Education Science and Technology Development (MHESTD) which has respon-
sibility for certifying examinations under the Higher Education Examination 
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Council (HEXCO). The MHESTD could not freely play its oversight role as it 
should over a college run by a sister Ministry. This resulted in the public training 
centre at times operating without qualified personnel and facilities constraining 
curriculum responsiveness.

This perspective contrasts with some of what we have written above, where it 
appears that being freed of the constraints of centralised policy may be advan-
tageous, and the argument of the VET Africa 4.0 Collective (2023) in neighbour-
ing South Africa who suggest that being under another ministry at times 
allowed more responsiveness to a forestry and agriculture college with which 
they were collaborating. This highlights the tensions between the different 
dimensions of responsiveness that AVET providers have to navigate.

Funding

The most obvious level at which the economic crisis has impacted the centres 
was at the level of funding, which in turn has affected infrastructure and 
equipment and human resources.

The case studies have revealed that adequate funding is essential for the 
effective operation of vocational training colleges. Both principals of the train-
ing centres indicated that the economic crisis in the country has affected the 
operations of their respective centres. The principal at College A noted that from 
2008, the government has ceased to fund the centre in any way other than the 
payment of salaries of employees:

The student fees which we are expected to operate on are not enough and cannot be 
increased even if we may wish to do so in order to inject capital for new machinery and 
equipment. Even the encouragement that we start Public Private Partnerships is not 
sustainable in the current environment because even private companies are operating 
at a loss.

The principal of College B also raised a concern with the amount of financial 
support they are getting from donors as well. The principal said:

As you may be aware, the country is under economic sanctions from the same 
countries which used to be our biggest donors. What this means is that these days 
there are certain funds which we cannot unlock even if we have the best of proposals. 
The process of applying for funds has become cumbersome and frustrating because 
these days we may go for a year without getting external financial support.

Both principals were united in their frustration with the isolation of the country 
by some western governments and both felt that they have had a negative 
impact on education outcomes in vocational training centres. This, they argued, 
affects the operational efficiency of the training centres and also affects indus-
trial growth and consequently curriculum responsiveness to the climate and 
economic crisis.
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Facilities and training equipment

At the most obvious level perhaps, the lack of funding has a direct negative 
impact on the infrastructure available for teaching and learning at the VTCs. The 
majority of participants in the study concurred that the economic crisis in 
Zimbabwe has negatively affected the facilities and equipment found in voca-
tional training centres. The principals of the two centres, lecturers and students 
all agreed that teaching and learning had been compromised since the facilities 
at the institutions were not suitable for training learners at either Certificate or 
Diploma levels. Furthermore, there was a concern that if nothing is done to 
improve the state of facilities and equipment, these institutions would even-
tually be rendered irrelevant and would have to close. The Principal of College A 
made the following comment:

We have not managed to buy tractors ever since we opened this centre in 1984. That is 
a very long time. What it means is that we have remained stuck in the past while 
changes in industry occur. Because of that our graduates lag behind the actual 
technology being applied in industry.

The majority of students in the focus group interview concurred that they lag 
behind in terms of technological advancement. One focus group participant 
noted that:

It is not surprising that one can go through a programme of Mechanised Agriculture at 
this institution without merely seeing basic technology tools, let alone using them. This 
compromises our approximation to the job we will do upon completion.

The lecturers noted that they were aware of the skills expected by employers 
from their graduates, however in most cases their hands were tied because of 
structural issues in their institutions. They raised issues related to governance of 
their centres, policy issues and those relating to the calibre of inputs (human 
and financial) which come into the vocational education system.

Shortage of qualified AVET teachers

There is fairly widespread consensus that the critical factor in quality education 
generally and quality vocational education in particular is the quality of its 
teachers (Wheelahan 2010; VET 2023). As has already been noted earlier, 
Zimbabwe suffered from a significant migration of skilled people out of the 
country, and thus many qualified personnel had left. Both the staff and students 
at the vocational training centres under study showed concern with the quality 
of lecturers they have. What was striking was the fact that even the lecturers 
currently in the system were not sure if they were the right people for the jobs 
they were doing. Some of the lecturers at College A did not have the relevant 
qualifications for teaching students at Certificate level. The recruitment of the 
lecturers was done mostly to fill in the gap left by lecturers who resigned at the 
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peak of the economic crises in 2008; hence the expectations were lowered to 
ensure that the post had takers locally.

At College A, there was only one lecturer for the Agriculture programme, 
whose qualification was at the same level which he teaches. He was expected to 
run the programme alone for quite some time because the posts were frozen. 
The Principal said,

With the current economic crisis, if a lecturer leaves employment for retirement or 
other reasons we cannot get a replacement. This is in line with the government 
position that posts in the public service are frozen.

A number of students at the centres were sceptical of the staff as well and 
indicated that the lack of qualified lecturers or the limited numbers in their 
institutions overburdened the few who are there and compromised quality of 
learning. Some students noted that it is not feasible to have a department 
staffed by one lecturer. One student at Mushagashe said,

Having one lecturer in a programme that has six modules is unrealistic because it 
makes it appear as though the lecturer is an expert in everything … which is not usually 
the case.

From the interviews with lecturers, it was clear that those from College B were 
better qualified and more experienced than those from the government train-
ing centre. It was clear that the NGO centre was a preferred employer because of 
better salaries and benefits whereas in government the salary was low.

It is clear that the quality of the staff, and consequently the quality of learning 
and teaching, is affected by the wider economic conditions in the society in 
which VET is being delivered. If staffing levels are not maintained and the posts 
are not filled with appropriately qualified teachers then there is bound to be a 
negative impact on the quality of AVET provision. Professional development of 
teachers is also impaired (2018).

Academic staff is a critical dimension, but in addition AVET colleges tend to 
attract students who are academically weaker. One lecturer said,

No matter how innovative and resourceful you may be as a lecturer, if you have 
students who have written their Ordinary Level examinations for an unlimited number 
of times... some have passed on the tenth attempt. It is difficult for such students to 
perform wonders and excel in vocational training. Yes they may do well in the practical 
aspects, but the theory part will always haunt them in future.

The fact that the system is not able to attract experienced and qualified teachers 
makes the educational challenge of supporting students who struggle with 
theory that much more difficult.

The economic crisis had clearly placed major constraints on what VTCs were 
able to offer. The lack of funding and the overall decline in the number of 
positions that students graduating from the centres could fill had made them 
unable to fulfil their primary mandate. The students themselves indicated 
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frustration with the vocational education and training system in which they are 
currently being trained. However, they indicated that they do not have other 
options, which is why they continue in the programmes. Some students 
doubted that the training they receive would give them the employability skills 
expected by industry.

Alternative directions

There are growing debates in the academic literature about the broader role of 
vocational education in sustainable development (McGrath et al. 2020; 
Ramsarup and Mohamed 2022; VET 2023). Our data supports this broad 
approach in so far as the study revealed that vocational training potentially 
has an important role to play in sustainable community development. This is 
possible through the capacity building that has been done by AVET colleges 
which respond to the needs of the locals in the communities in which they 
operate, especially in the context of the climate and economic crisis. The NGO 
training centre contributes more towards community development as com-
pared to the government training centre. This is attributed to a number of 
factors including flexibility of the NGO centre, its collaboration with local 
stakeholders inclusive of local chiefs and villagers and its ability to be responsive 
to needs of locals, and the changes in the economy.

Both principals indicated that in view of the current challenges the AVET 
sector in Zimbabwe faces due to an underperforming economy and climate 
change, there is a need to shift the focus from exclusive labour market respon-
siveness to responding to the need for community development imperatives.

Already the NGO training centre (College B) has shown a commitment to 
responding towards community development. The principal noted that their 
centre is community-based not just by virtue of its physical location but in all 
other aspects, including governance, curriculum development, the implemen-
tation of programmes and recruitment of facilitators and participants.

The community development focus is further strengthened by the involve-
ment of the community in the process of curriculum development from needs 
assessment, community based facilitation of training (which is flexible) and 
assessment of training. The principal also expressed satisfaction with the efforts 
of their centre in contributing meaningfully towards the reduction of poverty 
and community development. The majority of participants from the College B 
were united in their appreciation of the college for making significant contribu-
tions in poverty alleviation through skills development in their community. This 
has been highlighted in previous studies which brought to the fore poverty 
reduction in communities (King and McGrath 2002; McGrath 2002). In addition, 
while we reported on the frustration of many students, there were some that 
indicated that their source of comfort was that they could start their own small 
enterprises upon completion of the programmes (assuming they could access 
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capital). This points to another strand of development in VET, namely support-
ing entrepreneurship, which is often articulated as a goal but not clearly 
embedded in the curriculum (DeJaeghere and Baxter 2014).

Conclusions and implications

The study focused on VET curriculum responsiveness to the climate and eco-
nomic crises and its implications for sustainable futures in one rural province of 
Zimbabwe. The findings of the study have shown that both colleges under 
study have tweaked their curriculum to focus on small grain production, small 
livestock production, and entrepreneurship as well as a deliberate inclination 
towards community development in the case of one college.

However, there are notable barriers as well as enablers to curriculum respon-
siveness some of which are unique to each case. The rural vocational training 
centres focused on in this study had poor facilities and equipment, a crucial 
element for teaching and learning. The shortage of qualified personnel in rural 
vocational colleges affects the actual knowledge and skills graduates will pos-
sess after training hence compromising their employability and self employ-
ment capabilities. This negatively impacts on the students’ competency upon 
completion of training and their employment prospects. In most instances the 
graduates appear not to meet the expectations of employers, although increas-
ingly this is not the focus of such programmes. Resultantly, there is a lack of 
optimism among rural vocational learners regarding their employment oppor-
tunities and lack of confidence in their ability to deliver as expected by employ-
ers. It is clear that the economic crisis in Zimbabwe has compromised VET 
provision in both public and private institutions by affecting their capacity to 
respond to the climate and economic crisis.

The findings from the study have a number of implications for the provision 
of VET in developing countries. At one level, one must argue for greater invest-
ment and improvement of the quality of what is on offer. Unless the 
Government opens posts for qualified lecturers in VET centres and also 
improves the working conditions for staff they will be unlikely to lure more 
qualified personnel to the rural training centres. There is a need for partnerships 
between vocational training centres and employers or their representatives in 
order for effective collaboration in terms of highlighting the labour demands of 
employers to the training centres in order to improve employability of gradu-
ates but this study also points to the need to focus strongly on sustainable 
livelihood needs and possibilities, given both the climate and economic crises.

However, a simplistic assumption, which underpins most policy, that 
increased focus on VET will improve employability and economic development, 
does not acknowledge the embedded nature of VET institutions within parti-
cular economies. Institutions such as VTCs cannot create work opportunities for 
their students regardless of how good the quality of the education system is. 
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Indeed, Zimbabwe is a striking example of a mismatch between learning and 
employment outcomes.

There is thus a critical need to rethink reforming the vocational training 
system to focus on a wider understanding of work, including domestic labour, 
the informal economy and community development, rather than the narrow 
focus on the formal labour market. The VTCs are part of the social system and 
constrained by it, but if a broader view of development and the economy are 
adopted, then they can play a wider and more transformative role than current 
policy ascribes to them. The environmental crisis means that such a transforma-
tion must have an ecological dimension. These cases, modestly, suggest that 
they are heading in the right direction, but far more must be done.
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