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Increasing the size and capacity of the specialist paediatric nursing 
workforce is advocated as a response to the pressing health needs of 
South Africa’s (SA) large and growing child population, currently 
constituting 34% of the total population.[1] Concern has been 
expressed regarding the size and composition of the current nursing 
workforce in general[2] and the paediatric nursing workforce in 
particular.[3,4] Most recently, Lala et al.[5] recommended that ‘urgent 
interventions are required to resolve the nursing crisis in state 
hospital-based paediatric practice., 

The South African Nursing Council (SANC) defines a paediatric 
nurse as a nurse with in-depth knowledge and expertise in the 
specific practice area of paediatric nursing, and who holds a 
recognised postgraduate diploma yielding professional registration 
with SANC as a Nurse specialist: Paediatric nursing.[6] Noting that all 
nursing education institutions (NEIs) are required to align paediatric 
nursing programmes with level 8 of the National Qualifications 
Framework (NQF) by 2019, we have extended this definition to 
include the unknown proportion of the paediatric nursing workforce 
currently qualified through post-basic education not yet aligned to 
this NQF level. NEIs maintain records, but do not routinely publish 
training output figures that indicate the number of paediatric nurses 
entering the workforce. Precise information also is not available from 
the published register maintained by SANC, with statutory records 
acknowledged by the national Department of Health seen as ‘not a 
true reflection of the numbers of health professionals available for 
the workforce’.[7] There is a pressing need to establish an accurate 
depiction of the paediatric nursing workforce in SA to inform 
decisions regarding capacity building.

Methods 
To improve the understanding regarding the capacity of the paediatric 
nursing workforce in SA, the study aimed to gather information 
about paediatric nursing training activity in SA. Objectives were to 
identify the extent of paediatric nursing training activity in relation 
to (i) graduate outputs for the period 2012 - 2016 and (ii) basic 
characteristics of the educational programmes offered. A descriptive 
empirical study was conducted, employing a structured questionnaire 

survey administered to key informants at NEIs currently registered 
with SANC as offering accredited postgraduate training. In the 
absence of a single authoritative source of information regarding 
paediatric nursing training activity, three sources were consulted to 
identify all NEIs producing paediatric nurses, namely: the Forum of 
University Nursing Deans of South Africa (FUNDISA) handbook; 
SANC’s published records of NEIs offering accredited paediatric 
nursing training programmes; and the records of the South African 
Children’s Nursing Educators Forum (CNEF). The latter is a forum 
established in 2015, providing peer support to nursing educators 
who contribute to paediatric nursing training programmes.

Eligible respondents had to hold a leadership role in a programme 
offered by an NEI recognised by SANC as yielding professional 
registration as a Nurse specialist: Paediatric nursing. A structured 
questionnaire was distributed electronically to respondents for self-
completion. The questionnaire was designed pragmatically to elicit 
information that could contribute to an improved understanding of 
the paediatric nursing workforce and associated training activity in 
relation to: the number of institutions that provide training leading 
to qualification as a paediatric nurse; the number of paediatric 
nurses graduating annually over the last 5 years; and the description 
and NQF level of the relevant educational programmes at each 
institution. Information was requested for the period 2012 - 2016.

Identified NEIs were approached by the researcher via email 
and telephonic communication to invite their participation. All 
institutions received written information about the study. All 
respondents provided written consent prior to their participation. 
Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the Human 
Research Ethics Committee at the Faculty of Health Sciences, 
University of Cape Town (ref. no. 717/2016). Data were analysed in 
spreadsheet format.

Of the seven NEIs approached, six agreed to participate in the 
study. For one of these, permission could not be secured in time 
and a total of five eventually participated. In view of the incomplete 
nature of the data set, data were subsequently supplemented with 
information obtained from the records of a CNEF meeting held in 
Cape Town in December 2016. This provided information for the 
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preceding academic year (2015) for seven institutions, which allowed 
extrapolation of output figures for the two missing NEIs for the 
period 2012 - 2016, as described later. 

Results 
Data obtained from the survey, together with those from the CNEF 
records, are summarised in Table 1. 

How many institutions provide training leading to 
qualification as a paediatric nurse?
Findings confirmed that seven NEIs in SA provide training that leads 
to a registerable paediatric nursing specialisation. These include 
four colleges and three universities (Table 1). Respondents did not 
identify any additional institutions. The information extracted 
from the FUNDISA directory and the SANC list was confirmed by 
participants from the CNEF. 

How many paediatric nurses are being produced 
through the training programmes? 
A total of 637 paediatric nursing students from SA and other African 
countries were reported to have been enrolled at the five responding 
institutions between 2012 and 2016. Of the total complement, 
545 were reported to have graduated, suggesting a programme 
completion rate of at least 85%. Although institutions reported 
fluctuations in the number of students enrolled and graduating each 
year, year-on-year completion rates remained fairly stable. 

Of the five participating NEIs, three reported training 60 paediatric 
nursing students from Southern African Development Community 
(SADC) countries other than SA. The majority of these (50/60) were 
trained by a single institution. The remaining 10 graduated from two 
other institutions during the same period. Respondents indicated 
that only one SA institution currently accepts trainees from SADC 
countries; the other NEIs suspended international admissions in 
recent years because of ongoing difficulties in securing temporary 
registrations for international students with the SANC.

Owing to the incomplete data set obtained through the 
questionnaire survey, information from the records of the CNEF was 
included to allow average training output figures to be calculated 
from the seven identified NEIs for the period of interest. We used 

the actual reported training output figures from five institutions for 
2012 - 2016 and extrapolated output for the missing two institutions 
for the same period based on the complete data set for 2015 obtained 
from the CNEF. This yielded a figure of 765 paediatric nurses 
produced by seven NEIs between 2012 and 2016, which translates to 
a combined mean annual output of 153 paediatric nurses. 

What educational programmes are on offer? 
Ten educational programmes were identified, eight of which resulted 
in a qualification eligible for additional professional registration as 
a nurse specialist (paediatric nursing) with SANC (Table 1). These 
programmes correspond to NQF levels 6, 7 and 8, although revisions 
to the NQF architecture require all post-registration programmes to 
realign to NQF level 8 from 2019. The Master of Nursing in Child 
Nursing (MNCN) programme offered at the University of Cape 
Town since 2016 is accredited as a professional master’s qualification 
at NQF Level 9 and prepares advanced clinical nursing practitioners. 
This qualification yields no professional registration, but can be 
logged as an additional qualification with SANC. Entrants to the 
MNCN programme need to already have an additional qualification 
as a nurse specialist: paediatric nursing.

Discussion
The empirically derived numbers of paediatric nurses trained 
determined in this study conflicts with those reported in the SA 
Human Resources for Health (HRH) strategy of 2011.[7] To better 
understand the discrepancy, we reviewed the SANC records. The 
HRH strategy reflected only 1 497 paediatric nursing specialists for 
2010, which represents just more than half the 2 772 reported in the 
2010 annual SANC circular regarding additional qualifications on 
the register. The number reported in the HRH strategy corresponds 
perfectly with the number of nurses holding an additional 
qualification in paediatric nursing science recorded on the SANC 
register. However, this qualification is just one of five categories of 
additional qualification recognised nationally as conferring the status 
of nurse specialist: paediatric nursing. The total number of nurses 
with the qualification ‘Paeds Nurs’ as reflected in the HRH strategy 
therefore omits 1 216 registrants recorded as holding additional 
qualifications in Post-Basic Child Nursing Science in 2010, and a 

Table 1. Paediatric nursing training activity in South Africa
Institution* Programme title NQF level Duration of study
Ga-Rankuwa Nursing College, Pretoria, Gauteng Post Basic Diploma in Child Nursing Science† 6 1 year
King Edward VIII School of Nursing, 
Pietermaritzburg, KwaZulu-Natal

Post Graduate Diploma Child Nursing Science† 6 1 year

Lilitha Nursing College, East London, Eastern 
Cape

Post Basic Diploma in Child Nursing Science† 6 1 year

Chris Hani Baragwanath Nursing College 
(Rahima Moosa Campus), Johannesburg, Gauteng

Post Basic Diploma in Child Nursing Science† 6 1 year

University of Cape Town, Western Cape Post Graduate Diploma in Child Nursing† 8 1 year
Post Graduate Diploma in Child Critical Care Nursing† 8 1 year
Master of Nursing in Child Nursing‡ 9 2 years

Department of Nursing Science, University of 
Pretoria, Pretoria, Gauteng

Bachelor of Nursing for Registered Nurses with 
Children’s Nursing Qualification†

7 1 year

School of Nursing, University of the Free State, 
Bloemfontein, Free State

Advanced Diploma in Nursing (Child Psychiatric 
Nursing)‡ 

7 1 year

Advanced Diploma in Nursing (Children’s Nursing)† 7 1 year
NQF = National Qualifications Framework.
*A post-basic education leading to a registerable qualification in paediatric nursing is also offered by the University of the Witwatersrand, but the programme was not offered 
during the period of data collection.
†This qualification yields a professional registration as a Nurse specialist: Paediatric nursing with the South African Nursing Council (SANC).
‡This qualification yields no professional registration, but can be logged as an additional qualification with SANC. Entrants to this programme need to already have an 
additional qualification as a nurse specialist: paediatric nursing. First graduates were produced in 2017. 
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further 59 registrants in either Advanced Paediatrics and Neonatal 
Nursing Science, Critical Care Nursing – Child or Paediatric Intensive 
Nursing. When all additional post-basic qualifications that confer the 
status of Nurse specialist: Paediatric nursing are considered, SANC’s 
records show an increase of 12.3% in the number of paediatric nurses 
over six years, from 2 772 in 2010 to 3 115 in 2016.

Although the HRH strategy presents a declining trend in the 
number of registrants holding an additional qualification in paediatric 
nursing science, which has been interpreted as representing a general 
decline in paediatric nursing training activity,[4] our findings suggest 
growth. 

There is a need for accurate official figures regarding the size of 
the specialist paediatric nursing workforce to provide a firm basis 
for human resource planning and capacity development. Developing 
accurate information systems to facilitate a more meticulous approach 
to generating coherent and synchronous information between 
national strategy and policy documents, training institutions, SANC 
and employers is recommended. 

Conclusion
Although there is still a long way to go before staffing levels for 
paediatric units are optimised in SA health facilities, the findings 
of this limited assessment affirms that paediatric nurses are a key 
specialist resource in the SA healthcare system. Extrapolation 
from the data suggests that seven NEIs produced an estimated 765 
paediatric nurses between 2012 and 2016. 

With the ability of training programmes to potentially add 
an estimated 153 paediatric nurses to the SA nursing workforce 
each year, there is an urgent need to understand more about the 
deployment and utilisation of this important group of specialist 
nursing professionals, and to make that information available, to 
ensure safe, effective care for sick and injured children. 
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