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More  
than skin  
deep
Over the past 40 years, the Isa Carstens Academy has be-
come an integral part of the health and wellness industry, 
not only nationally, but internationally. Isabel Carstens-
Roos talks to ANDREA VINASSA about the beginnings of 
this proudly South African brand and pays homage to its 
founder, her formidable mother, Isa Carstens.

THe new YeAR mARks the 40th anniversary of the Isa Carstens 
Academy, which began life as a beauty salon in Ceres in 1967. now 
internationally recognised for training health and wellness profes-
sionals, the academy has two campuses, one in stellenbosch and one 
in Pretoria.

Isabel Carstens-Roos reminisces about the early days of the enter-
prise started by her mother. Isabel, the youngest of four children, was 
just starting school when her mother, Isa Carstens, decided to make 
the daily trek from Ceres to Cape Town to do a three-month training 
course in beauty therapy. 

she describes Isa as not only a powerful role model, but also a fear-
less entrepreneur and a perfectionist. “she often travelled overseas to 
gain international qualifications and experience.”

“Our courses afford anyone who has not been accepted at a med-
ical school the opportunity to have a fulfilling career in a clinical 
environment as a therapist working alongside doctors and derma-
tologists in many settings. They also qualify students in important 
aspects of business administration and accounting and thus combine 
practical research with the drawing up of a business plan, so that 
anyone can start their own business,” explains Isabel.

with its eyes always on the future, the academy provides various 
qualifications that enable graduates to operate either in a medical 
setting with doctors, plastic surgeons and dermatologists or in a salon 
setting and with corporate cosmetic brands on cruise ships and in well-
ness centres. Alternatively, they can open their own businesses. They 
are qualified in a myriad therapies to use both products and devices.

In 1970, while Isabel was still in primary school, the tiny salon relo-
cated to stellenbosch and eight years later morphed into a full-blown 
training academy. At the time, Isa teamed up with her good friend 
Annatjie melck, whom stellenbosch inhabitants will know as the 
owner of Oom samie se winkel in Dorp street. 

Annatjie was qualified in anatomy and physiology and became 
the first lecturer at the academy’s campus, which was located in the 
Andmar Building on Van Ryneveld street. It was here that she and Isa 
initiated the standards for which the academy has become famous: 
excellence, innovation, trust and a commitment to turning out pro-
fessionals who can hold their own anywhere in the world. when the 
Andmar Building became too small, they started conducting classes 
at the police station before moving into and opening an office in the 
Van Brakel Building, Church street.

Today Isa is fondly remembered as a force of nature within the 
beauty and wellness industry. The academy started small, but de-
veloped into a fierce competitor in an ever-changing field. It kicked 
off with a one-year course for nine students in 1978 and added a 
second year in 1984. “There were no formal processes for registering 
courses in those days,” says Isabel. “we had them accredited by the 
Department of manpower. In 1987, I joined the academy as a lecturer 
and in 1990, took on its administration. And since 1993, I have been 
active on its management team.”

The Isa Carstens Academy has always been an institution that is 
inspired by health and wellness and, at the cutting edge of develop-
ments in the industry, it was the first institution in south Africa to be 
accredited by the Comité International d’esthétique et de Cosméto-
logie (CIDesCO), the world’s leading beauty and spa therapy associ-
ation. CIDesCO membership affords the academy access to invaluable 
knowledge and new developments in the industry and all its successful 
graduates qualify automatically to work anywhere in the world.

Today, a three-year qualification from the Isa Carstens Academy 
is equivalent to that of university level 6. Isabel recalls that the mid-
2000s was a particularly challenging period for the academy, as the 
south African education landscape was given a severe shake-up and 
all private education providers were required to adhere to a desig-
nated set of standards. “The new education Act meant that we had 
to change the entire syllabus and re-align our qualifications with the 
national Qualifications Framework (nQF),” she says. “These develop-
ments and changes made ours the first institution of its kind in south 
Africa to receive registration as a private higher education provider.”

In addition to being registered as a Private Higher education Pro-
vider with the national Department of Higher education and Train-
ing at nQF levels 5–10, the Isa Carstens Academy is also accredited 
by the Council on Higher education. This accreditation required 
the academy to add a third year to its courses, bringing the training 
into alignment with tertiary education standards. Another qualifi- 
cation, which is equal to a degree or nQF level 7, has been added to 
its offerings. 

ABOVE: Isabel Carstens-Roos, managing director of the Isa Carstens Academy. BELOW: The first salon in Stellenbosch was in the Andmar Building, 
shown here in 1971.
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The beauty industry has undergone a massive evolution in the past 40 years, introducing                            hundreds of new products and devices.
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Today Isabel and her husband and CeO, Gerhard Roos, are at the 
helm and together they manage two campuses and devise strategies 
to keep abreast of developments in this ever-growing sector. An excel-
lent team assists them in developing and executing the vision and mis-
sion of the academy. “Our vision has always been entrepreneurial and 
our focus has always been to train employable therapists,” says Isabel. 
The beauty industry has long outgrown its image as the provider of 
treatment affecting the superficial layer of the skin. Today it is a multi- 
billion-rand industry that has evolved into an essential component of 
the medical and anti-ageing sectors. 

“The treatments offered in salons and spas often detect imbalances 
in the body,” explains Isabel. Therapists can pick up the signs of dis-
tress early and then advise the client to go for a medical check-up. By 
finding areas of stress in the body that could result in disease, they 
can help clients to achieve a positive outcome in their overall health 
after consulting a medical practitioner.

The beauty industry has undergone a massive evolution in the past 
40 years, introducing hundreds of new products and devices, the use 
of which are included in the training courses. However, the impor- 
tance of touch and caring is not neglected. 

“People come to us to feel good, or when they are feeling lost. we 
are there to give them ‘me time’. while technology has made a huge 
impact on the industry, machines cannot give the emotional and psy-
chological results we get from touch,” says Isabel. “educationally we 
use technology to enhance training, but it can’t replace the hands as 
therapeutic tools.”

Traditional treatments like aromatherapy, reflexology, massage 
and manual lymph drainage remain important. However, devices us-
ing radio frequencies, laser intense pulsed light and LeD light have 
revolutionised treatments over the past few decades. These machines 
have broadened the horizons for those looking for an exciting career 
in the wellness industry. 

Isabel mentions that these high-tech devices produce faster and 
more effective results than previous treatments did, but caring human 
beings are still needed to operate them. “Advances in the field of aes-
thetics and anti-ageing products, and methods such as mesotherapy 
and cool sculpting, have improved the effectiveness of our offering.”

matriculants or those with a recognised Grade 12 Certificate can 
enrol for the full-time, three-year Diploma in somatology at either the 
Pretoria or the stellenbosch campus. This is the academy’s primary 
qualification, pioneered and perfected over the past 40 years, and it 
is said to be for those ‘who want a profession and a career in health 
and beauty that is more than skin deep’. The course results in an 
nQF level 6 (360 credits) qualification.

The academy’s crowning achievement is its four-year diploma, the 
Diploma in Dermal Aesthetics. Qualified somatologists can enrol 
for this distance-learning course that spans an additional year. They 
are able to continue working – and earning an income – without 
interruption, while simultaneously studying for a dermal aesthetics 
diploma. The Diploma in somatology or an equivalent relevant qual-
ification is the minimum requirement for enrolment to undertake 
the Advanced Dermal Aesthetics Diploma, nQF level 7 (120 credits).

This diploma focuses on ageing skin, the treatment of scars and 
wound healing, allergic and reactive skin conditions, acne and ros-
acea, pigmentation and body treatments. The students learn need-
ling, IPL and laser treatments, LeD therapy, advanced chemical skin 
peels, mesotherapy, cryotherapy and radio frequency treatments.

On this course, therapists learn theory and techniques that allow 
them to work in a medical environment. There they are able to evalu-
ate the efficacy of treatments, get abreast of advances in cosmetic 
science and understand the underlying pathology of a skin problem.

As part of its undergraduate studies, the academy offers a course 
in spa reception, which is ideal for students wishing to work in the 
health and wellness industry. The one-year programme teaches prac-
tical skills in the fields of make-up, waxing and nail care, as well as 
front-desk communication and administration in a salon and spa en-
vironment. It develops a student’s entrepreneurial skills, but does 
not lead to a qualification within the nQF framework.

The Isa Carstens Academy is rightly proud of its alumni, pioneers 
in the industry who work around the globe in their own businesses or 
as managers and therapists in wellness centres and cosmetic houses. 

Isabel mentions three alumni who, with their entrepreneur-
ial knowledge and skills, have made big footprints in the industry: 

elmien Greeff, who started Biosculpture nails; Lisa smith, the owner 
and developer of Theravine products; and Debbie merdjan, who 
started the Camelot spa Group. Their achievements are remarkable. 

Opening in 2011, the Pretoria campus was a huge milestone for 
the academy. In 2016, a new, purpose-built campus was erected in 
Lynnwood Road, with an adjacent residence where students from 
out of town are accommodated. The stellenbosch campus also has a 
residence within walking distance of the Plein street building. 

each campus boasts a salon that is open to the public where stu-
dents are trained in a real-life environment. Potential students can 
try out the treatments, which include hydrotherapies, body exfoli-
ation and wraps, swedish and hot stone massages and aromatherapy, 
as well as scalp massage to relieve headaches and migraines.

science has now firmly established the validity of mind-body medi-
cine, detoxification and the value of stress reduction in disease pre-
vention. Graduates of the Isa Carstens Academy are perfectly poised 
to thrive in an industry that influences health and wellness. 

To give her students the best possible opportunity for success in 
the real world, Isabel says she must sometimes make herself unpopu-
lar. Along with the high ethical code of conduct, the academy instils 
discipline and a strict work ethic in the students. “Discipline in this 
industry is what makes one therapist outshine the rest. Therefore, 
as part of our training, we insist that all students clean their working 
areas every day. some of them do not see the value of learning this 
discipline in the educational setting, but when they get into the work-
place, they understand why we make them do this.”

Anyone who wants to experience the sanctuary-like ambience of 
the academy and wellness centre is welcome to contact the academy 
for a visit, during which their questions will be answered and they 
will get a glimpse of what it feels like to work as a therapist in this 
fast-expanding industry.  V
Tel: 021 883 977 or email info@isacarstens.co.za

THIS PAGE, CLOCKWISE FROM TOP: The Isa Carstens Academy, Stellenbosch campus; 
the first salon in Ceres circa 1968; the first body care clinic was adjacent to the old police 
station; Isa Carstens (far left) with her team of lecturers in 1979: Mrs Heyns (communica-
tion), Mrs Melck (principal), Madame Nina Haas (international CIDESCO delegate),  
Ms Weeks, Mrs Erasmus (business admin) and Mrs Van Wyk (nutrition).

FAR LEFT: Isa with Annatjie Melck, 
first principal of the Isa Carstens 
Academy in 1978. LEFT: The beauty 
pioneer received accolades for entre-
preneurship in 1988.


