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When was the Isa Carstens Academy established?
The academy opened its doors in 1978 in Stellenbosch. It was then called the 
Isabelle Carstens Training Centre, thereafter renamed as the Stellenbosch 
Academy of Beauty Therapy. In 1998, it became the Isa Carstens Health and Skin 
Care Therapy. We are now known as Isa Carstens Academy, allowing us to offer 
other qualifications as well and not only in the skin and body industry. Our Pretoria 
Campus was opened in 2011.

How has the beauty industry changed since the academy first 
opened?
During my formative years in the industry, our knowledge was based on beauty 
treatments and treatments were targeted at the superficial layers of the skin. There 
were only a few dermatologists at the time who supported what we did as 
therapists. I even remember how the industry heroes of that time – Helene 
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Bramwell, Christine du Raan, Shirley Gelb, Arlene 
Davey and Isa Carstens – fought to have body 
massage become part of our industry and not 
leave it to be regarded as a treatment done only 
by a masseuse. 

Today, at last, our industry is being respected for 
what it can do. We are able to work together with 
medical professionals, which I believe is such a 
good combination. That being said, I do also think 
that we as skin care therapists, somatologists and 
dermal aestheticians are worthy of the results we 
can achieve by ourselves, and we are able to be 
successful and stand our own ground. This is as long 
as we ensure that the education of these therapists 
is up to date and on a level where the industry and 
public will have respect for the knowledge that we 
have.

What challenges is the beauty 
education sector in South Africa 
facing at the moment?
I think it is still the levels of education, as specific 
standards are yet to be formalised. Online training 
is a popular option these days, but I am yet to see 
how good online practical training can be. A good 
therapist is not only someone who does a good 
treatment; therapists need more than skills and I 
believe that other essential skills, which ensure a 
successful therapist, cannot be taught online.  

How effective are the various 
government bodies that the beauty 
sector works with, such as the Services 
Seta, NQA (National Qualifications 
Authority), Department of Higher 
Education & Training, etc? 
All these bodies have a place and I agree that we 
need them for quality assurance of all levels of 
education. Unfortunately, decisions at these 
bodies take a very long time and processes take 
too long to be implemented; therefore we cannot 

always support their systems. As private providers, we need 
a quicker response time from them as our businesses need 
to survive. If these bodies are fully functional, I think that we 
have a good system of quality control in education, which 
then ensures a standard training level for everyone. This is 
exactly what we require – there needs to be opportunities 
for all to be trained to certain levels.

Does the beauty training sector still suffer 
the problem of fly-by-night beauty schools 
and/or schools that are unaccredited and 
offer inferior training courses at reduced 
rates?
There will always be fly-by-nights in any industry. I believe 
each candidate should do her/his homework well enough 
to enquire about accreditations and registrations that 
schools offer. Currently, most of the schools are offering short 
courses and not full qualifications anymore. Short courses 
are not wrong or inferior; however, it is important to ensure 
that the courses are accredited by the formal quality 
assurance bodies, i.e. CHE (Council on Higher Education), 
QCTO (Quality Council for Trades and Occupations) and 
UMALUSI (Council for Quality Assurance in General and 
Further Education and Training).  

What can be done to reduce this problem?
The best solution to this challenge is for everyone who would 
like to offer training courses ensure that they align them with 
the NQF.

I have heard over the years some salon 
owners complain that the standard of beauty 
school graduates is not what it should be. 
How would you respond?
The one thing that training providers cannot teach is 
experience. Salon owners are looking for a therapist with 
experience, a therapist who can sell, and a therapist that 
adds to the bottom-line of the business. They want therapists 
with the necessary soft skills. We give the student the tools 
and understanding of how to do it, but the student needs to 
practice in a real-life situation in order to understand the 
impact they have on the success of a salon. All our 
employers who need to employ therapists have a few to 
many years of experience themselves, and that is not 
possible to find with a student who has just completed her 
training and is entering the workplace. Training providers 
and salon owners need to work together to accomplish this, 
and it is possible through a process of work integrated 
learning.  Unfortunately, this process has not been 
successfully implemented in our industry yet.  
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I believe that the Isa Carstens 
Academy was the first to receive 
international recognition from 
CIDESCO. Why is it so important for 
South African beauty schools to have 
this kind of recognition? 
During 1978, when Isa Carstens opened the school, 
there was no formal syllabus available to train from. 
As she had done the CIDESCO examination herself, 
she decided to team up with CIDESCO to set the 
standards for her training. CIDESCO assisted for 
many years in providing guidelines and assessment 
criteria, which formed the basis of the training at 
the school.

CIDESCO is a strong name in the industry 
worldwide and it opens doors for our candidates 
for employment internationally. This is the reason 
why we still offer this examination to our students.

If I were someone interested in 
pursuing a career in beauty – what 
should I be looking for in a beauty 
school?
Accreditations, registrations. How long has the 
school been in business? What are the teaching 
hours (as practical training takes time and a 

specific number of hours are important for good practice)? 
Go to the school and see for yourself if that is the 
environment that will be beneficial to you.

 
During lockdown, beauty education moved 
online but how have you found this year? 
Students want to come back to the school environment, 
however their discipline is not the same as before. We find 
that they want to decide when they wish to be in class, and 
they want all the options for teaching – in class as well as 
online.

I see that you offer a higher certificate in 
front desk administration – this is such an 
important area and one quite neglected as 
often there is no staff member particularly 
assigned to this position. Please comment.  
For this exact reason, we decided to do a one-year course 
in front desk administration. The reception position is critical 
to any business, and we have found that therapists are 
good receptionists as they understand the heart of the 
business. Having said this, they do not always have the 
administration skills. Therefore, we offer a programme where 
the candidate can do only administration subjects and 
retail training, as well as an option to do administration 
subjects and Beauty subjects like manicure, pedicure, 
make-up, waxing and body massage. This allows the 
receptionist to help in the salon where there might be 
walk-ins and/or double bookings.

What is your own history in the beauty 
industry? 
I am the youngest of four children and the late Isa Carstens 
was my mother. After my matric year, I did the one-year 
CIDESCO course presented by my mother’s school in 
Stellenbosch. At that time, all students had to do six months 
practical before receiving the CIDESCO diploma, which I 
then completed at my mother’s salon in Stellenbosch. I 
became the manager within three years of my employment 
there. After getting married, I had my own salon and moved 
to Namibia. During 1987, I returned to Stellenbosch and 
started as lecturer at the Isa Carstens Academy. I 
subsequently became managing director and after my 
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mother’s passing in 2022, my husband Gerhard and 
I became the owners of the Academy.

What made you want to be an 
educator?
To be honest, when I returned from Namibia, that 
was the only job available and the quickest option 
for me to earn a salary. However, after becoming 
an educator, I realised how important good 
practice is and what the responsibility of an 
educator is.  As I really enjoyed my industry, I 
wanted to instill this passion into our therapists in 
training so that they would become a success in 
our industry and improve standards. Teaching skin 
and body therapy was my passion. After meeting 
Eve Taylor, an aromatherapy expert from the UK, I 
fell in love with aromatherapy and this became my 
special subject. 

What have been the highlights of 
your career?
The highlight of my career is seeing our students 
successfully integrated within the industry, to see 
them successful in their own businesses. Another 
highlight for me was when our qualifications were 
accredited by CHE (Council on Higher Education) 
and the Academy registered by The Department 
of Higher Education and Training. This achievement 
means that students qualifying at the Academy 
can follow an academic career and end up with a 
PhD in Somatology. I believe this opens so many 
doors for them and sets higher standards in our 
industry.

What else would you like to achieve in your 
beauty career?
As an educator and someone who believes in good 
practice, I would like to see that all training follow the NQF 
(National Qualifications Framework) for all training courses. 
The NQF ensures specific levels of all training and is a formal 
structure where anyone will be able to understand the level 
of training achieved. This will then set specific levels for our 
industry and employers will easier understand what an 
employee is able to do and what can be expected from 
them in the workplace, especially now when so many 
medical professionals are employing therapists. A formal 
system of education will also form a platform for the 
professional bodies to set salary scales, as each level of work 
will then dictate their worth.

What are the qualities of the ideal therapist?
•  A dynamic personality that can handle stress and several 

different roles in the salon environment.
•  Being a people’s person, as the environment will demand 

constant socialising on a professional level.
•  Superior knowledge to effectively treat a client’s skin.
•  Patience, determination and confidence.

What are the qualities of the ideal beauty 
student?
•  Good grooming habits. Would you get your hair done by 

someone who looks as if they just rolled out bed? 
•  Adaptability – being able to accept that not everything is 

cast in stone and that routines can change.
•  Exceptional customer service skills. 
•  Stamina and dexterity – the days are long, and you need 

to be able to be as fresh and friendly in the afternoon as 
you are in the early morning.

•  Pleasant personality.
• Good listener.

What are the qualities of the ideal educator?
•  Ability to develop trusting, productive relationships. The 

most frequent response is that a great teacher develops 
relationships with students to build their self-esteem and 
confidence.

•  Patient, caring, kind. 
•  Knowledge of learners – what kind of learners are they?
•   Dedication to teaching, continuous self-empowering and 

self-growth.
•  Subject matter knowledge and continuous research on 

her/his subjects.    
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