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Safeguarding Our Universities' Mission, Credibility 
and Stability, Globally and Locally

The last quarter of 2015 has probably 

been the most challenging period in 

South African higher education, post-

democracy. Leading and managing 

our universities during this time of 

transition and complexity remains 

one of our most arduous tasks. As we 

close this year and 2016 beckons, it is 

incumbent on the leadership in 

government, our universities, the 

student community and other 

s takeho lde r s ,  t o  reflec t  and 

collectively commit to addressing the 

challenges we face in the interest of sustaining the academic project, 

ensuring our universities are functional and that our country benefits, 

both economically and socially.

At our Board of Directors' Annual General Meeting and workshop on 

22 July 2015, we discussed, under the leadership of our Funding 

Strategy Group, what was an already worrying situation at our 

universities in respect of financial support. Notwithstanding that funding 

to universities increased from R11 billion in 2006 to R26 billion in 

2013, higher education spending has consistently been declining in 

student per capita terms due to growing student enrolments over the 

same period. Government subsidy for the higher education sector as a 

percentage of the GDP is lower (at 0,71%) than that of other African 

countries such as Ghana (1,44%) and Senegal (1,38%), countries 

belonging to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD), and the rest of the world. This situation forces our 

institutions to charge tuition fees and to look at other sources of funding.  

Our financial position is further complicated by students from poor and 

marginalised communities who cannot afford their tuition fees and have 

accumulated significant amounts of debt. We acknowledge that even 

though financial support from government to our students in the form of 

NSFAS grants has had a major impact on increasing access for qualifying 

students, there is still a large number of deserving students who cannot 

be assisted in this regard. (continues on next page)
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Safeguarding Our Universities' Mission 

(continued from p. 1)

In October the university sector was confronted by what 

some coined a 'perfect storm' as students, frustrated and 

angered by tuition-fee increases, staged national and 

institutional protests.  Following consultations between 

the university leaderships, President Jacob Zuma and 

Higher Education and Training Minister Blade Nzimande, it 

was agreed that tuition fees for 2016 would not be 

increased. Universities also dealt with additional 

demands of students and other stakeholders at the 

institutional level.

Despite our continued engagement to find solutions to 

these institutional and sectoral challenges, some 

students resorted to violent and destructive acts that cast 

not only our universities but the entire higher education 

system in a negative light, both nationally and globally. 

As the leadership of the higher education sector, we are 

putting in place plans and processes to ensure that our 

universities are open as planned for registrations in 2016. 

We want to assure our students, their parents, our 

benefactors and other role-players that we will do 

everything in our power to ensure that the academic 

programme is not compromised and provides the 

educational services as required. As we brace ourselves 

for a challenging year ahead, we need unity of purpose 

from all our stakeholders. At the close of the 2015 

academic year, we appeal to our student leadership and 

other stakeholder groups to act with restraint, and to use 

the opportunities provided at sectoral and institutional 

levels to raise and deal with issues in a non-violent and 

constructive manner. In doing so, as a collective we will 

strive to ensure that the credibility of our universities 

remains intact, both for current and future generations. 

Dr Oliver Seale

Acting CEO – Universities South Africa  

Prof Habib Elected for Second Term 
Ending 2017

Professor Adam Habib, Vice-Chancellor of Wits University, 

who was elected HESA Chairperson by the full Board of 

Directors in July 2014, and was to finish off a two-year 

term commenced by the former Chair Dr Saleem Badat, 

was appointed for a two-year term during the 2015 

Annual General Meeting in July. The new term 

commences on 1 January 2016 and ends on 31 December 

2017.

Also appointed at the 2015 AGM was Dr Prins Nevhutalu, 

Vice-Chancellor of the Cape Peninsula University of 

Technology (CPUT). He succeeds Dr Max Price, Vice-

Chancellor of the University of Cape Town as Vice-

Chairperson of Universities SA as of 1 January 2016, also 

for a two-year term. 

 

Meanwhile, the Board has approved the appointment of 

a new candidate in the position of Chief Executive 

Officer, whose name will be announced in due course. 

www.universitiessa.ac.za
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Regional Transformation Workshops 
Lead to the Establishment of Two New 
CoPs

The Board of Directors of Universities SA has granted its 

approval for the formation of two new communities of 

practice (CoPs), namely the Community of Practice for the 

Teaching and Learning of African Languages (hereinafter 

referred to as CoPAL), and the Community of Practice for 

the Teaching and Learning of Mathematics (TLM CoP).  

Sentiment to establish these two CoPs emerged from the 

four regional transformation workshops which were held in 

Gauteng, KwaZulu-Natal and the Western Cape during 

2015.  In order to ease logistics, the Gauteng workshops 

were split between Pretoria (17 and 18 February) and 

Johannesburg (19 and 20 February). Durban (KwaZulu-

Natal) and Cape Town (Western Cape) had their workshops 

on 2 and 3 March and 11 and 12 March, respectively. 

A cumulative total of 200 delegates participated in these 

workshops, whose strategic objectives were to deepen the 

understanding of issues surrounding transformation in 

higher education in South Africa, and to improve the 

knowledge and skills of attendees in order to successfully 

address transformation challenges within their respective 

institutions with regard to the teaching and learning of 

mathematics and African languages. Each institution was 

invited to send twelve delegates (six in each area); in 

addition, each university was at liberty to send three 

additional delegates at their own cost.

With respect to African languages, workshop participants 

critically examined the status of language policy, planning, 

and monitoring at their respective institutions. With regard 

to mathematics, the workshops critically evaluated the 

practices in teaching, curriculum development, and 

learner-needs as platforms for the mastery of 

mathematics. This was done within a framework of a) 

whether a mismatch between high school and higher 

education mathematics facilitates or hinders mathematical 

proficiency, b) whether it is necessary to require, for 

example, civil engineering students to master all 

mathematical areas, and c) the epistemological access to 

mathematics. 

As both streams focused on challenges being experienced 

in teaching and learning with regard to African languages 

and mathematics, they also shared best practices and 

together explored viable solutions to transformation 

challenges being faced across the board. In exploring an 

intervention framework that could be adopted by all 

institutions, delegates encouraged collaboration and co-

operation, in particular, and identified best practices that 

could be successfully implemented elsewhere.

It was within this context that a huge appreciation for 

meeting and interacting with one another, as well as 

sharing best practices and ideas, was expressed. This was 

the first time that academics, curriculum developers, 

transformation players, and professionals responsible for 

monitoring, evaluation and quality assurance as it pertains 

to curriculum and course design, met under one roof for a 

dedicated dialogue on these topics. Participants became 

aware of areas of duplication in the initiatives and 

development work taking place in various institutions 

across the university sector. They also learnt about the 

existence of initiatives in the national domain, critical to 

transformation and, yet, not filtering down to all relevant 

parties on the ground where they are most needed. 

Notwithstanding information-sharing opportunities 

previously presented through conferences and workshops 

organised for higher education, these regional workshops 

were recognised for the unique opportunity they created to 

adopt a more high-level approach to the most common 

concerns around teaching and learning of African 

languages and mathematics. 

Drawing from the value derived from these networking 

opportunities, the delegates suggested that huge benefit 

would be derived from formalising these networks along 

lines similar to what Universities SA was already doing with 

university Registrars, Deans of Education, Finance 

Executives, and Human Resources Directors. Thus, the 

proposal was born to establish additional Communities of 

Practice for African languages and mathematics, 

respectively.  (continues on next page)
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Terms of Reference 

Both the CoPAL and TLM CoP become 

constituents of Universities SA's devolved 

governance structure. They will determine 

their own modus operandi and manage their 

own affairs under the auspices of Universities 

SA. These CoPs will meet twice a year, with 

the logistical and administrative support of 

Universities SA's office in Pretoria. By virtue of 

their work, the two bodies will enjoy a close 

working relationship with Universities SA's 

Teaching and Learning Strategy Group 

(TLSG). 

In terms of their objectives, the two CoPs are 

being established in order to satisfy the 

purposes shared, but not limited to, what is 

summarised below.

The objectives of the CoP for the Teaching & Learning of African Languages (CoPAL) are: 

 to contribute to the review of the current national language policy, including a high-level assessment of its implementation 

to date, and the challenges and impediments faced;

 to support the development of national, time-bound implementation plans for the reviewed language policy;

 to contribute to the development of a national terminology framework and strategy to promote the use of African 

languages in various contexts;

 to benchmark, develop, advocate and share best practices needed to advance the teaching of African languages in 

schools;

 to support the establishment of linguistic networks to ensure sharing of information and common understandings; 

 to contribute to the development of interventions aimed at enhancing the participation of post-graduate students in 

studies and research on African languages; and

 to create a common platform to facilitate and enhance collaboration between and amongst universities.

Unless universities form a common platform for information-sharing and 
collaboration, good practices could go unnoticed while projects of national value 
are unnecessarily duplicated.
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VOLUNTARY INSTITUTIONAL PARTICIPATION  

Composition 

�  Senior teaching staff in African languages; 

�  staff responsible for interventions in 

African languages within South Africa’s 

public universities; and 

�  any other membership as may be 

determined by the CoPAL. 

�  Senior teaching staff in mathematics; 

�  staff responsible for first-level interventions in mathematics 

within South Africa’s public universities; 

�  academics focused on teaching mathematics in teacher 

education; and 

�  any other membership as may be determined by the TLM 

CoP. 

The Chairperson and Deputy Chairperson will be elected every second year at the last meeting of the CoP for that 

term.  

 

The CoP for the Teaching & Learning of Mathematics (TLM CoP), on the other hand, is meant:  

 to develop and recommend strategies for the sector to improve the success of access in the teaching and learning of 

mathematics, thus contributing to South Africa's transformation; 

 to provide a common platform from which successful initiatives may be disseminated;

 to provide a platform from which collaboration between and amongst universities may be facilitated and enhanced; 

 to support academics and other staff in building collegial relationships and capacity development;

 to explore the development of a diagnostic tool to identify deficiencies in beginner-students' mathematics in order to plan 

individual remediation interventions;

 to benchmark, develop, advocate and share best practice and relevant other information needed to advance teacher 

education in mathematics; and

 to contribute to the development of and initiate activities designed to enhance the participation of post-graduate students 

in mathematics and mathematics research.

Both CoPs will, from time to time, form task-teams in order to deal with specific projects or explore particular themes. 

Institutional participation is voluntary in both instances. As to who may be nominated to participate in either of these CoPs is 

explained in the grid below. 

All member institutions can now expect to receive an invitation from Universities South Africa through their Vice-
Chancellors, to nominate representatives to these two bodies.
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Phase II of the Rural Campuses Connection Project (RCCP) Now Underway 

Following the successful completion of the first phase of the Rural Campuses Connection Project (RCCP) in 2014, 
Universities SA had been granted an additional R71.1 million by the Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET) 
for the second phase of this project, on this occasion for a four-year period commencing in March 2015. 

The main objective of the RCCP is to build access networks and connect rural university campuses to the South African 

National Research Network (SANReN). In addition, the RCCP II is intended to improve the existing connections and 

establish new ones and, more importantly, to provide capacity-building support to recipient institutions – to ready them for 

maximising the benefits of enhanced connectivity.

The project implementation agency is the Tertiary Education and Research Network of South Africa (TENET), as was the 

case during Phase One for which the former HESA received a grant of R28 million from the DHET. 

As at 31 October 2015, a number of start-up activities for Phase Two of the project had already taken place. These include: 

 the constitution of an 11-member Steering Committee, chaired by Prof Frikkie van Niekerk of North-West University, 
who is a member of Universities SA's Research and Innovation Strategy Group. The committee also comprises 
representatives of the Association of South African University Directors of Information Technology (ASAUDIT), the 
DHET, Universities SA's CEO or designate, the TENET CEO or designate, a representative from the information and 
communications technology (ICT)-focused Meraka Institute at the Council for Scientific and Industrial Research 
(CSIR), the Universities SA-commissioned project manager, and TENET sub-project managers as ex-officio members;   

 the constitution of a RCCP II Technical Committee;
 the conclusion of a Memorandum of Agreement between Universities SA and TENET;
 the procurement of services to strengthen overall project management by Universities SA; and 
 the development of a Project Charter. 

By 31 October, the first meeting of the RCCP II Steering Committee had taken place and had approved the first sub-
projects to be implemented. These are: 
 Connecting the Mangosuthu University of Technology (MUT) main campus in KwaZulu-Natal at 1GBps to bring it on par 

with other main campuses.
 Building an access network for George (Western Cape) and connecting the campuses in that area.
 Providing video-conferencing support for the University of Venda (UNIVEN), the University of Limpopo (UL), and the 

University of Fort Hare (UFH) in order to enhance their collaboration with the University of the Witwatersrand's Centre 
of Excellence for Mathematical and Statistical Sciences.

Even though a list of needy campuses was drawn up and included in the RCCP II proposal during late 2014, it is envisaged 
that these needs may have changed and, therefore, the list of sites will be reviewed periodically while RCCP II is being 
implemented. A review of the site-list will be carried out in consultation with universities early in 2016. 

For the period between now and the end of March 2016, the Steering Committee has prioritised the following activities:
 Implementation of the first three sub-projects. 
 Revision of the priority site-list through a survey of affected institutions. 
 Finalisation of a detailed capacity-building approach and plan of action.
 Extensive communication on the existence, purpose, and launching of RCCP II.

Given the importance of reliable internet connectivity for research activities conducted within the university system, 
Universities SA's Research and Innovation Strategy Group (RISG) takes great interest in the RCCP. The RISG already 
expressed its appreciation to the Steering Committee for the sterling work it was doing and will continue to monitor 
developments as the implementation of Phase II progresses. 
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Date for the Fourth Biennial Research & Innovation Conference Set

th Universities SA has set dates for the 4 Biennial Research & Innovation Conference in 2016. The event, which gives 

effect to Universities SA's mandate to strengthen research and innovation in the higher education sector, will be 

hosted in Johannesburg from 7 to 8 April 2016 at a venue to be confirmed shortly. As per set tradition, the conference 

will assemble eminent scholars, business and industry leaders, policy-makers and higher education experts who will 

collectively take stock of progress made in these important fields and also plan for further collaboration in specified 

areas.

Other objectives of the conference will be:

 to deliberate on the proposed positions put forward by universities, government and industry to address research and 

innovation-related challenges facing the university sector;

 to bring renewed awareness of, and commitment to, addressing the challenges facing universities in relation to 

research and innovation in South Africa;

 to agree on a set of actions and commitments to be implemented collectively and separately by government, 

universities (through Universities SA) and industry with a view to realising research and development priorities; and

 to enable Universities SA to take positions on key issues facing the university sector in relation to research and 

innovation.

The Biennial Research & Innovation Conference, started by HESA in 2010, is now an established premier event on the 

higher education calendar. Attendance is by invitation only. 

In addition to taking new positions on research and innovation issues, the R&I Conference must take stock of progress made since 
the 2014 event. 
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HELM 2015 Delivers Results Once Again

The Higher Education Leadership and Management (HELM) programme delivery during 2015 proved to be as much of a 

success as in previous years. Most of the 38 participants who completed the programme requirements commended the 

high quality of presentations and the calibre of expertise to which they had been exposed. 

In the 2015 HELM offering the programme was divided into three workshops, each dedicated to a specific theme. 

Workshop One, held from 24 to 27 February, was dedicated to legislation, policy and governance. Workshop Two, 

conducted from 21 to 24 April, revolved around issues of planning, whereas Workshop Three, held from 23 to 25 June, 

addressed higher education funding matters related to first, second and third-stream income. Also incorporated into this 

last workshop was basic financial management. 

To one of the participants, who had enrolled in order to enhance his leadership and management skills, the course proved 
to be an appropriate foundation and, in fact, delivered beyond his wildest expectations. He stated that the knowledge 
acquired would enable him “to work more effectively as a leader of my current team, including undertaking self-directed 
learning and contributing to group-learning and discussion”. 

Overall, the participants noted that they had found this programme very empowering. Exposure to the White Paper on 
Post-School Education and Training and pertinent other higher-education legislation and policies had broadened their 
knowledge and understanding of the higher education sector, and also provided them with insights into a range of aspects 
pertaining to leadership within the university system. (continues on next page)

Prof Ihron Rensburg, Vice-Chancellor of the University of Johannesburg, sharing inspiring real-life experience with the participants on 

managing radical change in an institution and building a new identity for it.
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Networking, establishing links with peers, and information-sharing ranked very high on the list of items most valued by the 
participants. Almost everyone had embraced the opportunity to network with peers from diverse institutional, professional and 
disciplinary backgrounds. HELM had effectively brought together candidates from traditional and comprehensive universities, 
from universities of technology, from academic and professional support functions, as well as from the natural and social 
sciences. As one of the participants, a scientist in medicine aptly stated: “I have been struck by the amazing array of 
individuals who participated in the course and the wealth of knowledge I could take from them especially with regard to their 
various work environments. I have never had occasion to work together with people from a fine arts background, for example 
– this has been great.”

For several individuals, participation in the HELM programme had opened their eyes to new opportunities for career 
development and/or placed them in a better position to compete for a higher-level position. Some noted that they could use 
the insights gained to participate more meaningfully in the implementation of institutional policies and processes. A large 
number of them also pointed out that exposure to this programme had given them the opportunity to reflect on their own 
roles, abilities and aspirations, as well as their own institutions and their futures. An example was a candidate who had 
previously only seen his career within the narrow context of research, and for whom a whole world of new career possibilities 
had opened up. Post-HELM, this candidate was now visualising how he could combine research with a leadership role within his 
own faculty. “I aspire to be in a role where I can constructively develop an academic environment in a way that enhances 
South Africa's ability to generate top quality graduates and post-graduate students.” Following a promising discussion with the 
current head of his school, “two to three years from now, I see myself playing a more noticeable role at university or faculty 
level and, in five years' time, I would like to be in a position to influence university policy. For this I need more experience and 
involvement in committees and I'm working towards obtaining the necessary skills.”

Some said they simply felt more inspired and more motivated than they had been upon entering this programme. One 
mentioned that from this exposure she had even identified a research topic for a PhD programme. 

In assessing the 2015 HELM intervention, Universities SA utilised and applied the globally recognised Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) Development Assistance Committee (DAC) criteria for the evaluation of donor-funded 
projects and programmes. This five-point set of criteria assess relevance (the extent to which the HELM programme addresses 
the expressed needs of the university sector), efficiency (outputs in relation to the inputs), effectiveness (the extent to which 
programme objectives had been achieved), impact (the positive or negative outcomes of the programme), and sustainability 
(the programme's longevity beyond donor support). 

 

In assessing programme relevance from the point of view of participants, HELM was affirmed to be responding to the need of 
nurturing a diverse pipeline of leaders and managers for the university sector, while broadening the knowledge and skills-base 
of those already in leadership and managerial positions within their institutions. In the words of one participant: “I do believe 
that the 2015 HELM programme … has been the single most important training exercise I've been involved in in my current 
profession. It has given me skills and knowledge to become a stronger manager and leader in the South African higher 
education context and I am very grateful for this experience.” (continues on next page)

The HELM Class of 2015 says the programme keeps proving itself to be relevant and useful for enhancing their performance in their 
current positions and career progression. 
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On efficiency, despite having been done amidst severe time and human resources constraints, the call for applications 
(issued during early November 2014) had generated a wide range of good quality applicants, and the course was delivered 
on schedule and within budget. Moreover, on effectiveness the feedback from participants suggested that most 
programme objectives were achieved. One participant confirmed that, having sharpened his own critical thinking skills, “I 
find that I am now equipped to ask more informed and pointed questions during council and committee meetings”. Having 
gained an understanding of institutional policies in various respects, he went on to say: “I find that I will now be able to 
make a more constructive contribution to my university, rather than complain about policies and practices that I do not 
understand.” In agreement, many others testified that after their HELM experience they were functioning more effectively 
in their various work environments.  

Regarding impact it is, however, still early days. Over time, Universities SA will be able to gauge the degree of positive and 
more lasting outcomes on institutions directly linked to the HELM alumni. But gauging from the positive outlook of 
participants, it can be asserted that the possibilities for the university system are endless. 

As a Universities SA programme, HELM was established a few years ago to raise awareness of leadership in-the-making in 
universities, of developments in the higher education arena, and to expose participants to the crucial role played by 
requisite leadership and management skills in the realisation of institutional goals and objectives. The HELM programme is 
intended to enhance the leadership and management competencies of middle-management staff within universities. It is 
aimed at expanding the pool from which senior leaders and managers may be drawn while contributing to institutional 
equity through the transformation of existing leadership and management profiles. Ultimately, the programme aspires to 
effective leadership and management behaviour by applying the requisite skills and best practices throughout the 
university sector. 

The 38 participants enrolled in HELM 2015 had been selected from 103 applicants from 20 universities. As a requirement, 
HELM invited universities to nominate individuals considered to be outstanding professionals in middle-management 
positions (both academic and non-academic) and who had demonstrated management and leadership potential.

 

From a long-term, sustainability point of view, HELM has always been and remains dependent on donor funding. 
Universities SA is grateful for the ETDP-SETA's financial support for implementation of the HELM programme in 2015. 
There is no certainty regarding programme roll-out during 2016. Universities SA is exploring mechanisms by which the 
programme can be expanded over a period of five years. Further information in this regard will be shared, most probably 
during the first quarter of 2016.

Networking and sharing institutional experiences is one of the most cherished opportunities enjoyed through the HELM programme.
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Workshop Revisits the Value and Utility of the National Benchmark Tests (NBTs) 

Ten years since the National Benchmark Tests 
Project (NBTP) was launched, Universities SA 
hosted a national consultative workshop for key 
stakeholders on 5 November 2015 to critically 
assess and reflect on the value of the NBTs and 
the impact they have had on the higher education 
sector and the student body generally. The 
workshop was attended by 50 delegates, 
representing 13 universities and including three 
vice-chancellors, senior officials from the 
Department of Higher Education and Training 
(DHET), the Department of Basic Education 
(DBE) and Umalusi, the quality assurance council 
for basic and further education and training. 

 

Addressing the delegates on why the NBTs were 
introduced, Universities SA Chair and Vice-
Chancellor of the University of the Witwatersrand, 
Prof Adam Habib, said the benefits of the NBTs in 
assessing entry-level mathematics, academic and 
quantitative literacy proficiency, as well as 
equipping universities for effective student 
placement and support purposes, amongst other 
objectives, were quite clear. He argued, however, 
that universities were not using this instrument to 
optimal effect.

Prof Habib contended that the rapid expansion of the university system since 1994, coupled with the racially-skewed low 
completion rates and worryingly-low graduation rates, placed the challenge squarely at the door of higher education institutions 
to respond more effectively to student needs, particularly those of previously disadvantaged students.

 

This workshop was, therefore, confronted with challenging questions, such as: 
 Are the NBTs more useful for admissions or for placement of students? 
 What is the relationship/synergy between the information that may be extrapolated from the National Senior Certificate 

(NSC) and the NBTP? 
 Can all stakeholders agree on a national approach to using these tests?

The State of the National Benchmark Tests

The NBTP, introduced in 2005, had four main objectives: 

 to assess the entry-level academic and quantitative literacy and mathematics proficiency of students; 
 to assess the relationship between entry-level proficiencies and school-level exit outcomes; 
 to provide a service to higher education institutions requiring additional information for the admission and placement of 

students; and
 to advise on the nature of foundation courses and curriculum responsiveness. 

Speaking on the current state of the NBTP as a determinant of entry-level mathematics, academic and quantitative literacy 
proficiency, a team from the University of Cape Town's Centre for Higher Education Development (CHED), who administers the 
NBTs on behalf of Universities SA, stated that 14 out of the 26 public universities used the NBTs to serve a variety of purposes, 
namely admission, placement, teaching and learning, and diagnostics. Of these, the use of NBT diagnostic information for 
improving teaching and learning and curriculum development was the most important and the least-developed, and this had 
therefore been prioritised by the NBT project team. It also emerged that in many, if not most institutions that utilised the NBTs, 
not all faculties, programmes or courses used the tests to inform their decision-making. (continues on next page)
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As part of promoting NBTs, universities must debunk the myths surrounding these tests and explain the complementary relationship, and distinctions, 
between the NSC and NBTs. 

The Value of National Benchmark Tests Explored

It transpired from discussions in the workshop that delegates were concerned about the inevitable comparison between the NBTs 
and the NSC. One participant noted that at her institution, the NBT mathematics test scores were a poor predictor for success in 
accounting, while another argued that the NSC English scores were a better predictor of first semester success than the NBT 
academic literacy scores.

 

The NBT team submitted that the NBTs and the NSC are complementary assessments, with the NSC having to answer the 
question: “How ready are learners to exit the school system?”, whilst the NBTs have to answer the question: “How ready are 
learners to enter the higher education system?” The empirical data related to performance in the NBTs with performance in 
cognate NSC subjects reassuringly confirms the complementarity of the two assessments.

Prof Cheryl Foxcroft, Dean of Teaching and Learning at the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University (NMMU) cautioned against 
pitching the NSC against the NBT, arguing that the latter offered informational options and enhanced student success that could 
otherwise not have been assured on the sole basis of the NSC. However, not every participant agreed with this perspective. 
(continues on next page)
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On the basis of the performance of the 2015 higher 
education intake cohort, the NBT team emphasised that 
most students would need support, and the majority of 
these students would need extensive support. Close to 
half of all students (45%) intending to study 
mathematics-related subjects would need extensive 
mathematics interventions and support in order to cope. 

The team provided examples of diagnostic information in 
the form of sub-categories available for each of the three 
tests. One of these showed relative mastery in each of the 
six quantitative literacy sub-categories assessed, 
rendering the information interpretable by universities for 
purposes of curricular and programme planning.

 

In order to support institutions to meet the diagnostic 
objective of the NBTs, the NBT team runs a series of 
workshops to explain to academics how to interpret the 
results in relation to the first-year curriculum in the 
disciplines for which the NBTs offer diagnostic 
capabilities. The NBT team is also part of a collaborative 
mathematics project with five institutions that attempt to 
extract diagnostic material from both the NSC and NBT 
results, from which lessons may be drawn for first-year 
teaching in mathematics. 

Reports emerging from these sets of analyses will be 
provided to participating public universities, the DHET, 
the DBE, and Universities SA. 

Three Institutional Case Studies

Cape Peninsula University of Technology (CPUT)
Prof James Garraway, Foundation Co-ordinator: 
Academic Development and Research, told participants 
that CPUT had aimed to utilise the NBTs to inform the 
placement of students in Engineering, Science, Design, 
Health, and Business. However, getting applicants to 
write the tests was difficult for two reasons: the tests are 
not compulsory and they are scheduled to coincide with 
registration. CPUT's senior management and Senate had 
questioned the usefulness of the tests, and he appealed to 
Universities SA for assistance in this regard. 

University of Johannesburg (UJ)
The University of Johannesburg's experience was 
somewhat similar. Although the NBTs are compulsory for 
all first-year students, only one programme (the Masters 
Programme in Business Management) used the results for 
admission purposes. Furthermore, the number of 
students who sat for the tests had declined to 75%. Dr 
Melanie Jacobs reported on research that indicated the 
huge contribution which the NBT mathematics test scores 
made in explaining variations in performance in the three 
core faculties of science subjects: Mathematics, 

Chemistry, and Physics. The fact that faculty utilisation of 
the results was not uniform was proving problematic. UJ 
was reconsidering its decision to make the tests 
mandatory, with the possibility of introducing targeted 
application in selected programmes only. 

University of Cape Town (UCT)
An analysis of NBT scores for UCT's Faculties of 
Commerce, Science, and Engineering and the Built 
Environment from 2009 to 2014 was presented. The 
trends observed over the six years showed that scoring in 
the basic NBT categories for all three tests highly 
correlates with a reduced chance of graduating. This was 
especially true of students enrolled in Mathematics. It was 
reported that students scoring in the proficient NBT 
categories for all three tests were far more likely to 
graduate than those scoring in the basic or intermediate 
categories. While 40% of students who performed with 
basic scores still graduated, success in this group was 
more likely for students enrolled in the Faculty of 
Commerce than for those enrolled in Science and the Built 
Environment. The Educational Development Unit in the 
Faculty of Commerce is highly regarded by both 
academics and students, and it is thought to be a 
contributing factor in student success in this cohort. 
(continues on next page)

Students braving the NBTs stand a better chance at informing support 
mechanisms to their own benefit than those who do not (subject to 
individual universities' capacity to optimise the test results). 
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UCT has made foundation support available through its Numeracy Centre for students in Health Sciences and Law who had 
not scored proficient in the NBT's quantitative literacy test, and also for Psychology students who scored less than 50% in 
mathematics in the NSC, or less than proficient in the NBT's quantitative literacy test. 

UCT research results indicated a need for universities to enhance the diagnostic capabilities of academics for the purpose 
of fine-tuning support interventions. According to CHED's Robert Prince, the implicit nature of academic and quantitative 
literacy is often problematic, explicating the required skilful collaboration between assessment and literacy experts, as 
well as disciplinary academics. Unlike the NBT mathematics test that assumes the NSC mathematics curriculum, the NBT 
academic and quantitative literacy tests are generic and not curriculum-based. All three tests are, however, standardised 
and have been entirely conceptualised and developed by and for South African higher education conditions. Rendering 
them useful as a diagnostic tool for curriculum planning entails a collaborative process of translation and development, a 
skill not readily available in South Africa as a whole, let alone amongst university lecturers in various disciplines. This 
underpins the recurrent need expressed at this workshop for assistance with diagnosis. 

Discussion and Taking the National Benchmark Tests Forward
The statistics presented by UCT were cause for concern amongst delegates. Among several questions raised, a delegate 
asked whether the NBT administrators could devise a means of identifying students in the basic score band who stood a 
better chance of passing. 

The central issue was the need to develop the means to elevate the diagnostic potential of the NBTs for curriculum 
planning, including for teaching and learning purposes. The concern was raised how to ensure that the NBTs could 
effectively enhance success rates and contribute towards students qualifying – particularly those from disadvantaged 
backgrounds who would not, without appropriate intervention, attain a university education. 
Dr Sizwe Mabizela, Programme Director of the workshop and Vice-Chancellor of Rhodes University, as well as Chair of 
Universities SA's Teaching and Learning Strategy Group, stated that since future growth of the university sector would 
largely come from students with weaker school backgrounds, universities must begin to prepare and design programmes 
for this segment of the student population. 

The Registrar at UJ, Prof Kinta Burger, suggested that participants should aim for a national consensus on a limited set of 
target programmes for which NBTs could be made mandatory, and to jointly develop interventions based on a systematic 
diagnosis of the test results. (continues on next page)

Information sessions for students and their parents, explaining the purpose and value of NBTs, are an annual affair at some universities. 
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The discussion around this was divided: there were those 
who favoured consensus on a national model, and those 
who preferred an inevitably differentiated approach. 
Some feared that a national model could favour elite 
institutions and already advantaged students. Dean of 
Teaching and Learning at NMMU, Prof Cheryl Foxcroft, 
was of the view that universities needed a concerted 
national effort to build the capacity needed to develop a 
curriculum based on the diagnostic potential embedded in 
the NBTs.

There was agreement that the value of the NBTs was the 
ability to indicate the level of support that students 
needed in order to succeed, and the curricular content of 
the intervention that had to be prescribed. 

Although a consensus on the way forward was not 
reached at this meeting, it is clear from the discussions 
that a number of issues should be addressed: 

1) There is a need to develop greater understanding of 

the complementary role of the NSC and NBT data for 

the admissions and placement decisions of 

universities. This would require and enable greater 

collaboration between Universities SA, the NBTP 

team, and Umalusi.

2) The NBT data provides a strong evidential basis for 

the systemic articulation gap between school and 

university, and the extent to which universities are ill-

prepared for the students of today. If enrolment 

numbers increase, this problem will only be 

accentuated. Universities SA should endorse the role 

of the NBT's in diagnosing entry-level student 

preparedness for the purposes of placement and 

curriculum development. 

3) If Universities SA believes that the NBTs provide 

useful information for universities, concerns around 

funding should be addressed. Although the costs of 

the NBTs have decreased because of a Standard Bank 

donation, students still have concerns about 

affordability as a barrier to access for potential 

entrants. Universities SA should be proactive with 

proposals for how to address these concerns.

4) In the light of a planned Central Applications Service 

(CAS), consideration should be given to the issue of 

whether to adopt a national approach to NBT-writing, 

or to allow an institutionally differentiated approach.

Additional information on the NBTs may be 
obtained from the platforms below:

NBT Project Website: www.nbt.ac.za

NBT Project Email: nbt@uct.ac.za

NBT Project Call centre: 021 650 3523

Facebook: 

facebook.com/nationalbenchmarktest

Twitter: @cetap_uct
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Registrars' Workshop Succeeds in Empowering Trainees in 2015

Following a highly successful inaugural intervention during late 2014, Universities SA once again pulled off an invaluable 

training workshop for Registrars and Deputy Registrars from 6 to 8 October 2015. If the feedback from attendees is 

anything to go by, this is a necessary intervention which should be entrenched in Universities SA's annual calendar for 

sector support.  

The 12 participants, drawn from 11 public universities and one independent institution, had been assembled for a 2½-day 

interactive workshop aimed at enhancing their capabilities at performing the functions of the Office of the Registrar within 

a South African university context. Topics covered were (a) the legal and governance framework of a university, (b) the 

Registrar as a university secretariat, (c) the Registrar as a compliance officer, and (d) academic administration (from 

application to graduation).

Ms Nokukhanya Shongwe, who had recently been appointed Deputy Registrar: Academic Administration at the University 

of Mpumalanga (UMP), is a seasoned administrator with eight years' experience acquired from serving the University of 

the Witwatersrand as Deputy Registrar at the Faculty of Science. Following another five-year stint at the National Research 

Foundation (NRF), where she had served as a Professional Officer, Ms Shongwe quickly realised in her new position at the 

UMP that the work of a University Registrar was significantly different. She noted that looking after the administration of an 

entire institution was a different ball game from serving within a single faculty which did similar work but on a much smaller 

scale. 

In attending this workshop, Ms Shongwe 

observed that she had expected to gain 

some confidence in performing her new, 

rather challenging tasks -- “and I got a 

lot more. The course facilitator was able 

to simplify the material, and also kept 

assuring us that if she was once able to 

cope in this position, so could we.” In 

hindsight, Ms Shongwe wished she had 

been exposed to this intervention much 

earlier in her career. “I would have 

become aware much earlier of the 

support structures available within my 

university that could have guided me 

along.” Similarly, she would have known 

much earlier about the role played by 

Universities SA in supporting its 

member institutions. She emphasised 

that she was particularly grateful for the 

knowledge she had gained in strategic 

planning and in the management of 

examinations – two areas which she 

deems as key to the success of a Deputy 

Registrar. (continues on next page)

Ms Nokukhanya Shongwe, Deputy Registrar: Academic Administration at the University of 

Mpumalanga, is grateful for the knowledge she gained in strategic planning and in the 

management of examinations – two areas key to the success of a Deputy Registrar.
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Ms Nicoleen Potgieter, Deputy Registrar at the University 

of the Witwatersrand from May 2015, attended this 

workshop in the hope of gaining a better understanding of 

governance matters and its impact on the Office of the 

Registrar. She acknowledged that she got more than she 

had anticipated. “Getting to understand the whole 

portfolio of the work of a Registrar, expectations of the 

position, and the skills-set required was particularly 

enriching. For personal growth, it was good to know to 

what extent I'm doing things right. I also discovered that 

my colleagues from other institutions are experiencing 

similar challenges.”

Of the 12 workshop participants, Ms Maria Levin was the 

only one from the Roodepoort-based independent and 

accredited Open Learning Group. A Registrar for that 

institution since 2003, she admitted that while she was 

aware that academic administration was a generic 

function across the board (insofar as it dealt with student 

registrat ions, assessments, graduations, and 

examinations), she needed training around governance 

matters and disciplinary procedures. In addition to 

understanding a Registrar's compliance role, she stated 

she felt privileged to be better equipped to deal with the 

administrative challenges of especially a distance-

learning institution such as hers. 

For Ms Levin, the workshop had highlighted the 

importance of assessment marks and the security issues 

involved. She also gained insights into the importance of 

the accuracy of graduation lists. But what stood out as of 

exceptional importance for her was the role of the 

Registrar as a compliance officer. “As a private institution, 

we strive to be fully compliant. This workshop gave me 

the necessary exposure and an opportunity to benchmark 

our practice against that of other institutions.” Similar to 

the experience of other participants, networking with her 

peers from other institutions proved to be an additional 

benefit. Thus, all the workshop participants expressed a 

wish to maintain contact with each other for on-going 

future support. 

Also happy to share his experience of this intervention 

was Mr Edgar de Koker, who had been Deputy Registrar at 

the University of the Western Cape (UWC) since the 

middle of the year. Having previously managed the UWC's 

Secretariat for twelve years, he stated that his portfolio as 

Deputy Registrar now also included DRAMS (Documents, 

Records and Archives Management Service), as well as 

that of policy management. He therefore felt that the 

Universities SA-sponsored workshop was both useful and 

relevant. With his lengthy Secretariat management 

background, he pointed out that he had come to this 

workshop adequately equipped in the areas of committee 

administration and governance. However, he needed to 

learn more about the academic administration side of a 

Registrar's portfolio, “which is as big and as complex as 

the Secretariat side of administration”.

He added that what he had learnt from this workshop 

related quite well with what he'd seen in the first three 

months in his new responsibility. “I could relate to a 

number of examples that the facilitator used when dealing 

with governance matters”, he noted -- referring to the 

contribution of Prof Marie Muller, former Registrar at the 

University of Johannesburg (UJ), who retired after seven  

years in that position. “It really helped to have had a 

seasoned Registrar as a facilitator, who could share 

practical examples of what she had dealt with in various 

situations.”

Meeting Future Needs  

Mr de Koker noted: “I vividly remember Prof Muller saying 

that as a Registrar/Deputy Registrar one needs to be 

aware of what is happening all around the university 

campus. It is a highly demanding job. But one also needs 

to find time to close the door and reflect.” He argued that 

this kind of insight would be particularly useful to the next 

level of Registrars/Deputy Registrars coming through the 

system. Along these lines, he also suggested that it would 

be beneficial if Universities SA could assist member 

institutions with succession issues by having a readily-

available database of managers and executive managers 

to draw from to act in or fill permanent positions as they 

become vacant. He observed, as a general concern, that it 

was difficult to find people with the right skills to lead 
stuniversities in the 21  century, where the risks and 

student profiles are different from what went before. 

(continues on next page)
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Once again, the need for follow-up training to delve deeper 

into legislation affecting universities was mentioned. “I 

understand that for now we could not go into any detail on 

this subject”, Ms Levin pointed out. “That would have 

warranted a course on its own.” Another participant wished 

to see common issues around admission and registration 

policies being dealt with, insofar as they related to 

compliance with emerging legislation. Another request was 

made for a joint training session with chairpersons of 

university statutory committees and structures, in order to 

achieve common empowerment and added harmony with 

the Office of the Registrar.

Another request was to add project and conflict 

management to the mix of skills-training for Registrars, as 

was the need for a session on information-sharing on 

quality issues (Umalusi), and linkages between universities 

and the Department of Basic Education (DBE), as well as 

the Independent Examination Board (IEB).

Professor Gordon Zide, Registrar at the University of South 

Africa (UNISA), who was also in attendance, expressed a 

wish that Registrars could be exposed to the international 

context of their portfolios. He also wanted to see more 

emphasis placed on enrolment planning, fraud 

identification, and prevention measures. Another 

participant wished for guidance in drawing up codes of 

conduct for academic board members, while another 

request was for future workshops to also touch on issues of 

university sustainability.

All in all, the participants were ad idem about the quality of 

the content delivered at this training workshop. If anything 

was to be improved upon, a participant suggested that the 

material could be disseminated to larger groups for wider 

benefit across the sector. Echoing this sentiment, Prof Zide 

added that even seasoned Registrars would find this 

intervention a worthy refresher course. A need was also 

expressed for additional case studies to demonstrate 'best 

practice' in the field.  

In conclusion, Ms Potgieter opined that “this is definitely a 

good course that needs to be extended to all Deputy 

Registrars”. Ms Shongwe also argued that this intervention 

should continue: “I am very grateful that my university  

nominated me. I've definitely grown through this 

experience.” 

The Registrars' capacity-building workshop was 

conceptualised by HESA in 2014 in response to the high 

Registrar turn-over, one among many challenges 

experienced within the university system. This intervention 

is therefore intended to enhance professional staff 

development and growth to unlock performance – thus 

contributing positively to the optimal functioning of the 

university administration system. In addition to this 

intervention, Universities SA also provides leadership and 

management capacity-building to universities in order to 

prepare leaders-in-the-making for their roles on the ever-

challenging landscape of managing universities.

. 

The Class of 2015, happy for this course content to extend to larger groups for wider benefit across the university sector. 
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Co-operation Agreement between South Africa and Germany Makes Important 
Strides in 2015

Two significant milestones were realised during 2015 within the framework of the Universities South Africa-HRK academic 

co-operation agreement. This accord, aimed at promoting SA-German co-operation in the areas of teaching and learning, 

research and development, exchange of students, academic staff and researchers, as well as placement of doctoral 

students, was a direct outcome of the German-South African Year of Science 2012-2013. It was signed on 17 September 

2013 between the then HESA and the German Rectors' Conference, commonly known as HRK.

The first of the 2015 milestones was a matchmaking conference held at the Durban University of Technology (DUT) in May 

2015, during which South African and German researchers gathered under one roof to exchange information on broad 

research areas identified by the two countries in 2014 as strategic priorities, and to develop new mechanisms for co-

operation in scientific and research projects. The second event was a joint workshop in early November 2015, during which 

South African and German representatives met at Ruhr University Bochum (RUB) in Germany to exchange information on 

a) the situation in both countries regarding doctoral training, b) existing funding opportunities for collaborative activities, 

and c) to identify potential collaborative endeavours.

PART ONE

In Durban, a total of 67 researchers participated in the matchmaking conference: 44 from 16 South African universities 

and 23 from 6 German universities. Matchmaking was pursued in areas ranging from biotechnology and life sciences, 

chemistry/physics/mathematical studies, earth sciences, economics, engineering, environmental/ecological/biodiversity 

studies, health sciences, to law, political and social transformation studies. 

Outcomes of the Matchmaking Conference

The conference yielded mixed results ranging from plans for firm proposals for collaborative projects in certain areas, 

promising prospects in some cases, to hardly any prospects for collaboration at all in other areas. 

In the area of health sciences, projects considered for possible collaboration include a cross-disciplinary conference on 

health and technology in order to widen the horizon of scientists. It was deemed advisable to obtain the latest information 

about (EU) funding calls, to involve medical students, and to co-ordinate discussions between industry, researchers and 

universities, followed by a workshop to match researchers to specific EU proposals. It is envisaged that proposals will be 

drafted for joint research programmes, and that exchange activities will be identified and solidified at the researcher and 

student levels, as well as the compilation of a database of potentially interested students.

Within the area of biotechnology, the matchmaking was more solid as contacts with South African universities were 

already established. The field of “waste water” was identified as one research focus which could also warrant a specialised 

matchmaking workshop. Student exchange was another co-operation area identified. 

In the area of economics, another perfect matchmaking opportunity was realised. On an individual level, the conference 

identified post-doctoral studies in various fields. Institutionally, collaboration was established between the University of 

Pretoria and Ruhr University Bochum. Research focus areas identified were on consumer behaviour, produce marketing, 

and food security. It was also agreed to extend this co-operation to partner universities in West Africa.

In the field of engineering no firm agreement was reached. However, energy was identified as a common interest sub-area. 

University-industry partnerships were emphasised as of vital importance for this discipline. (continues on next page)
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Concerns were raised about difficulties typically encountered with regard to calls for applications for funding of research 

projects in engineering; for example, opportunities were not always aligned to country priorities. Often there was not 

enough time between the publication of calls and deadlines for the submission of applications to enable consortiums to be 

established. Funding applications were often difficult, time-consuming and onerous; project funding, generally, did not 

provide for overhead costs and consumables; and the implementation period of 2 to 3 years was deemed too short for most 

engineering projects, involving design and the piloting of prototypes before their application in industry. Furthermore, 

South African funding instruments were not available for non-South African citizens. Questions were, therefore, raised on 

whether the German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD) and the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research 

(BMBF) could consider funding in this field. 

In the areas of chemistry, physics and mathematics, it was established that even though it could be difficult to define and 

implement structured co-operation interventions (such as summer schools, joint Masters and PhD programmes, or 

graduate schools), there were more feasible possibilities, such as small scientific workshops, interdisciplinary 

conferences, student training, and the funding of supervisors. South Africa and Germany are already co-operating strongly 

in individual mobility initiatives. 

With regard to earth sciences, it was noted that the University of Cologne was already enrolling students from Africa in a 

Master's programme taught in English. Ruhr University Bochum was running a summer school sponsored by DAAD, while 

the University of Hamburg ran the Asia-Africa Institute. (continues on next page)

44 researchers from 16 South African universities and 23 from six German institutions converged on the DUT to exchange information on 
broad research areas identified by the two countries as strategic priorities, and to develop new mechanisms for co-operation in scientific 
and research projects.
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The most feasible research focus areas might be geo-

resources management: for example, land-use, human 

production or pollution studies, landscape consumption 

or transformation, historic environmental impact 

studies, or the environmental impact of mining. Like 

engineering, earth sciences were also noted for their fair 

share of challenges: curricula were not always 

compatible, every co-operating university did not offer 

all the disciplines, and the duration of exchanges did not 

always suit participating institutions. It was, therefore, 

decided to establish a database of researchers from all 

German and South African universities interested in co-

operation in these fields.

Still on earth sciences, the conference revealed that the 

BMBF funded graduate schools with support from DAAD. 

Supplementary third-party funding was sought from 

industry for raw material extraction and processing, 

whereas basic research was typically funded by the 

German DFG and South Africa's National Research 

Foundation (NRF). 

In the area of law, labour law was identified as the entry 

point for collaboration as this field linked to key 

disciplines such as international law, constitutional law, 

human rights law, and the economy in general. The 

impact of digitisation on labour standards was identified 

as an area for collaboration, as was the sustainability of 

international labour standards as a mechanism to 

protect workers in a globalised context. Funding 

opportunities lay with both the NRF and DAAD. 

Finally, it was agreed that in the area of social and 

political transformation, the strategic focus should be on 

creating a support structure to facilitate capacity-

building for emerging academics. This would target 

young lecturers in their doctoral and post-doctoral work, 

as well as in their early career-path at university. It was 

acknowledged that many African universities had 

difficulty retaining and developing young academics. 

Furthermore, it was recognised that interaction between 

young academics in Europe and Africa would offer 

opportunities for consolidating global professional 

academic identities.

Suggestions for collaboration included a multi-sited 

graduate school as part of an on-going cycle of 

identifying and bringing together existing networks, as 

well as creating new networks of emerging academics. 

Regional centres of excellence (a Northern hub and a 

Southern hub) could provide linkages to academics and 

u n i v e r s i t i e s  i n  t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  r e g i o n s . 

Meetings/summer schools held at the different sites 

would facilitate information exchange, develop research 

skills and leadership capacity, and improve university 

teaching skills. Funding partners in this area were 

identified as the BMBF and the NRF, DAAD, and private 

foundations like the Volkswagen Stiftung, the Robert 

Bosch Stiftung, and the Henkel Stiftung.

Although some areas did not produce any prospects for 

collaboration, most participants expressed appreciation 

for the information shared on funding opportunities, for 

establishing contacts with other researchers in their own 

country, or being referred to possible collaborators in the 

partner-country who could not attend the conference.

One of the recommendations made was to extend 

academic and scientific collaboration to other African 

countries. It was moved that the strategies and priorities 

of potential funders be taken into consideration when 

developing joint projects and applying for funding. One 

possible follow-up action being considered is the hosting 

of an academic/scientific conference on a specific topic.

In order to maintain the momentum created during the 

conference, the Universities SA-HRK Working Group was 

requested to consider proposals and suggestions 

generated during this conference to develop an action 

plan for the next three years. (continues on next page)
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PART TWO 

SA Universities Closer to Clinching Collaborative Schemes with Germany in Doctoral Studies

The Director: Operations and Sector Support at Universities South Africa, Dr Berene Kramer, says even though the post-

graduate study contexts in South Africa and Germany are starkly different, South Africa could learn from Germany insofar 

as supporting students in post-graduate programmes is concerned. This is in order to improve doctoral degree output from 

the current 28 per million of the population to more than 100 per million of the population by 2030, as envisaged by South 

Africa's National Development Plan (NDP). 

Dr Kramer was part of a delegation representing South Africa's higher education sector at a two-day workshop held in 

Germany during early November 2015, under the Universities SA-HRK co-operation banner. Hosted by Ruhr University 

Bochum (RUB), this exercise was undertaken to exchange information on doctoral training arrangements in Germany and 

South Africa, to explore available funding for collaborative activities, and to identify potential collaboration projects. 

She stated that in Germany, most doctoral study programmes are structured over a three-year period; this is do-able, 

because most students are young and are studying full-time.  Typically, in the fields of physical science and applied 

science, the first semester entails laboratory rotations and preparation of research proposals, the second to fifth 

semesters are dedicated to approved research projects (often including a short research stay at a partner university in 

another country), and during the sixth semester students have to complete their theses. (continues on next page) 

A group of South African and German researchers are exploring possibilities for collaboration in a specific research area.
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Doctoral students in Germany also enjoy much more support than is typically found in South African universities. In many 

instances students have more than one supervisor. Research institutions and graduate schools have been established to 

support doctoral students by means of, amongst others, complementary skills training in scientific writing, scientific 

presentation, scientific communication, proposal-writing and peer-review, leadership, career-planning, etc. Dr Kramer 

also noticed that in developing doctoral candidates, Germany prioritises excellence. She does concede that some post-

graduate/research offices at South African universities also offer student support in, for instance, scientific writing and 

presentation. She pointed out that a significant difference between the German and South African approach is that 

“Germany focuses exclusively on excellence, while we are driven by both transformative imperatives and the pursuit of 

excellence”. 

Apart from Dr Kramer, South Africa's seven-member delegation comprised the Vice-Rector: Research at the University of 

the Free State, the Deputy Vice-Chancellor: Research from Mangosuthu University of Technology, the Dean of Education 

from the University of Fort Hare,  a senior official from the Department of Science and Technology (DST),  and three other 

members from the National Research Foundation (NRF). Germany's delegation was made up of 17 members representing 

four universities, namely the Institute of Development Research and Development Policy of the workshop host, the RUB 

(as well as the RUB Research School PLUS), the University of Cologne's Department of Geography, the University of 

Hamburg's Centre of Natural History, and the Technical University of Munich's International Graduate School of Science 

and Engineering. The German delegation also included a representative from the German Rectors' Conference (HRK) and 

participants from German institutions involved in international academic co-operation -- such as the Scholarship 

Programmes for Africa of the German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD), the German Research Foundation, and the 

DLR Project Management Agency. 

As part of setting the scene, Dr Habedi Radebe, Director: High-End Skills in South Africa's Department of Science and 

Technology, made a presentation to the workshop on the need for and on-going approaches to increase the output of 

doctoral candidates at South African universities. In the same session, a presentation was made by a German counterpart 

on attempts being made to reform doctoral training at German universities. Whilst the NRF delegates spoke about doctoral 

training within different NRF funding instruments, their German counterparts discussed doctoral training from various 

perspectives -- for instance, within a collaborative research centre, within a thematically-focused university-wide 

programme, and also within an open university-wide programme. 

Potential Collaboration Areas

Ultimately, the workshop identified a number of possible areas for collaboration. First, it was considered important for staff 

at South African post-graduate or research offices and their counterparts in Germany to exchange more information 

through, for instance, fact-finding missions with a view to identifying the most viable collaboration areas in doctoral 

programmes. Potential collaborative activities identified were:

 mobility (that is, short-term exchange) opportunities for students and academic staff;
 joint supervision of doctoral studies;
 post-doctoral fellowships;
 scientific conferences on specific research topics of mutual interest; and
 other events, such as lecture series, etc. 

During the course of 2016, Universities SA will explore possibilities for implementing some of these proposals. 
(continues on next page)
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The Vice-Rector: Research at the University of the Free 
State, Prof Cornelia Witthuhn, emphasised that promising 
contacts were made with some German academics who 
attended the workshop, and this could lead to South African 
universities establishing collaborative projects with German 
counterparts in areas of mutual concern. Her institution 
has, for example, developed considerable expertise in 
energy, water resources and pollution treatment -- some of 
the areas identified by the two countries as national 
priorities. She was looking forward to her university 
establishing and strengthening collaboration with 
compatible institutions in Germany. 

She is concerned, however, that the workshop closed with a 
recommendation that initial collaborative schemes be 
created with Centres of Excellence (CoEs) within South 
Africa's research system only, nearly all of which are hosted 
by universities. She felt that institutions with no CoE would, 
regrettably, not benefit in the immediate future from the 
current co-operative relationship. 

This concern was echoed by Prof George Moyo, Dean of 
Education at the University of Fort Hare (UFH), who was a 
member of the South African delegation. Even though his 
expectations of the workshop were partially fulfilled in the 
sense that a tentative framework for establishing 
partnerships was fashioned, he was also of the view that 
the discussions at the workshop were skewed in favour of 
CoEs. 

Prof Moyo made a strong argument that the absence of 
CoEs in other institutions does not mean the absence of 
excellence. 

Citing the lack of supervisory capacity, typically at 
historically disadvantaged universities, he went on to state: 
“We cannot afford to perpetuate these discrepancies. 
Bilateral partnerships, such as this one, must build capacity 
in the historically disadvantaged universities to close the 
gaps between them and the so-called Big Five.” He was 
happy, nonetheless, about ideas he derived from Germany 
on different arrangements for PhD training and research 
productivity. “Not all of it was new, though. Some of our 
local institutions, such as the UFH, already practise some of 
the initiatives that Germany presented to us.” 

On the topic of doctoral student support, Dr Kramer noted 
that Universities SA recognises that there are good post-
graduate support practices at local universities. In the quest 
to document these, and to facilitate information-sharing 
and replication across the board, Universities SA plans to 
conduct a survey during the first half of 2016. The 
information collected will be shared widely across the 
university system. 

For Prof Witthuhn, a key lesson drawn from the visit to 
Germany is that if South Africa is to become competitive 
globally, “we need to do less 'hobby research' and must 
rather build greater research expertise around specific 
fields of priority importance. Our research topics are too 
diverse – even within the same departments and institutes. 
If we want to compete meaningfully, we have to build 
capacity in a single focus area.”
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Transformation and Funding Matters Remain Top Priority Areas for the University 
Sector

The year 2015 saw the dialogue on transformation within universities continuing to occupy centre stage. At the Board 
meeting in July (the last meeting under the banner of HESA), the Board of Directors dedicated a full-day session to a 
discussion on 1) transformation within the university sector, and 2) the funding of universities. Leading the discussions 
were Universities SA's Transformation Strategy Group (TSG) and Funding Strategy Group (FSG), respectively. 

From the discussion on transformation (based on a draft paper titled A Transformation Barometer for South African Higher 
Education: A Discussion Document), Universities SA was able to produce a position paper, which was presented at the 
Higher Education Transformation Summit which took place from 15 to 17 0ctober. Vice-Chancellors made solid inputs into 
the Transformation Barometer, a framework within which all public universities must roll out their transformation 
strategies, and also periodically measure their performance in this regard. The co-authors of this document, Prof Derrick 
Swartz, Chairperson of the TSG and Vice-Chancellor of the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University (NMMU) and Prof 
Andre Keet, a TSG member who is also the Director: Institute for Reconciliation and Social Justice and Advisor to the 
Rector and Vice-Chancellor of the University of the Free State, have since been working to fine-tune the framework with 
the intent to present a final draft to the Board of Directors of Universities SA's at its first sitting in March 2016. 

From a funding perspective, discussions were based on a paper that the Funding Strategy Group had prepared to stimulate 
debate within the then HESA, while also making input to the Ministry of Higher Education and Training's final reports on the 
review of funding to universities. The FSG's input presented a depressing picture of university finances in the face of 
declining government subsidies, which meant that government support per enrolled student had been dropping by more 
than 1 per cent every year. This had forced institutions to increase fees year-on-year which, in turn, had led to fee defaults, 
translating into irrecoverable debt. Universities were placed under severe strain, resulting in a shared concern across the 
board about the quality of education and the accountability and autonomy of universities. 

The Board recognised that the increase in student enrolments was coming largely from poorer communities, whose ability 
to keep up with fee increases was declining. It became clear that without an increase in government subsidies, universities 
were likely to stay stuck in a web of fee increases and continuing payment defaults. In summary, Universities SA's 
Chairperson, Prof Adam Habib, emphasised that universities were left with only one option, to raise money privately or be 
bankrupted. 

HEAIDS Lauded a Success and Spreads its Wings to Southern and Eastern Africa

The Higher Education and Training HIV & AIDS (HEAIDS) Programme received another accolade when it emerged that the 
programme had reduced the incidence of HIV within post-school education institutions, notwithstanding the still high 
national prevalence figures. 

This revelation was made by Dr Olive Shisana, former CEO of the Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC), Honorary 
Professor at the University of Cape Town and President and CEO of a Cape Town-based consulting company Evidence 
Based Solutions, at the International Conference on AIDS and STIs in Africa (ICASA) that took place in Harare, Zimbabwe 
from 29 November to 4 December 2015. These findings, drawn from comparative studies on HIV incidence in student 
populations between 2004 and 2013, show a decline in new infections and overall prevalence rates among students within 
the post-school education sector. The statistics were shared as part of the HEAIDS satellite session at ICASA on HIV/AIDS 
in South African Youth, based on a series of studies conducted by the HSRC and HEAIDS. 

In his presentation on the HEAIDS model at ICASA, Dr Ramneek Ahluwalia, HEAIDS Programme Director, showcased the 
programme's seven key focus areas, in particular First Things First as an emerging premier HIV testing, counselling, 
screening and social behaviour-change programme for South Africa's higher education and training sector. UNAIDS 
Southern & Eastern Africa's Director, Prof Sheila Tlou, who is also Botswana's former Minister of Health, stated that she 
found HEAIDS and the First Things First programme a unique model for transformative change in the young population of 
this region. She undertook to take HEAIDS' First Things First, as a best-practice model, to 21 other African nations. “We 
have since received expressions of interest from the Zimbabwean, Ugandan and Tanzanian governments, who want to 
adopt the HEAIDS best-practice model in their respective countries”, Dr Ahluwalia has reported, post-ICASA.

(continues on next page)



According to him, the vision of the HEAIDS-First Things First programme is to build a culture where young people are 
screened and educated for early detection of the virus. In this way, the programme contributes to the reduction of 
infections and to the realisation of the UNAIDS target of 90-90-90, which seeks to curb the AIDS epidemic by ensuring 
that 90% of all people living with HIV know their status and ensure that those who are diagnosed with HIV receive anti-
retroviral therapy. “This will, in turn, enable 90% of people living with HIV to attain viral suppression, which brings us 
closer to realising the zero new HIV infections goal by 2030.”  

Dr Ahluwalia mentioned that HEAIDS started off from a base where close to 350 higher education campuses were devoid 
of basic health services in the form of campus clinics. Since 2011, the HEAIDS-First Things First programme has been able 
to address this shortage through its comprehensive health service model. Starting with 23 campuses in 2011, the 
programme has since grown to provide 100% coverage to 429 campuses throughout the country, thus providing services 
to 2 million young South Africans. This service has yielded numerous and significant success stories, including successful 
testing in more than 350 000 young students between the ages of 15 and 25 years for HIV, TB and STIs, as well as general 
health and wellness.

 

Held under the banner of AIDS in the Post-2015 Era: Linking Leadership, Science and Human Rights, ICASA 2015 was 
aimed at involving thousands of participants in considering the post-Millennium Development Goals framework and 
strategies to reach the 90-90-90 vision of UNAIDS for an AIDS-free world.

 

The conference was attended by around 500 delegates representing the scientific community, policy-makers, activists, 
persons living with HIV as well as government functionaries and private sector executives. 
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From Left, Mr Steve Letsike:  South African National AIDS Council (SANAC) Deputy Chair and gender activist; Dr Olive Shisana: President 
and CEO of Evidence Based Solutions and respected human sciences researcher; Dr Ramneek Ahluwalia, HEAIDS Programme Director; 
Prof Sheila Tlou, UNAIDS Southern & Eastern Africa's Director and also gender activist, and Prof Simba Rusakaniko, Chairman of the 
University of Zimbabwe's Department of Community Medicine and also Director of the Zimbabwe AIDS Prevention Programme, signal 
with their forefingers at the ICASA Conference, in saluting the HEAIDS First Things First programme. 
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New Publications at Universities South Africa

Three new publications were published in 2015 and recently distributed throughout the university sector. The titles are 1) the 

Consumer Protection Act (CPA) Guidelines for Universities, 2) Moving beyond the Hype: A Contextualised View of Learning 

with Technology in Higher Education, and 3) the HESA Annual Report for 2014.

CPA Guidelines for Universities 

The Consumer Protection Act (CPA) of 2008, which came into effect on 1 April 2011, affects all transactions and interactions 

with consumers for the provision of goods or services. Universities, as service providers, are also recognised as having 

consumers and, therefore, the law has far-reaching consequences for them. 

For the purpose of universities, consumers include students as well as other persons or entities to whom universities provide 

goods or services that are protected by the CPA.  Universities are therefore bound by the CPA in the provision of its primary 

services (education) and any ancillary services (access to facilities, accommodation, provision of goods, etc.) to consumers. 

Universities must, therefore, ensure that all their consumers are treated fairly and afforded all the rights as prescribed by the 

CPA. 

In order to enable compliance of universities with these requirements, what was then HESA started a process in 2014 to 

develop guidelines for its member institutions to use in their daily operations and in resolving complaints in a manner that is 

consistent with the CPA provisions.

These guidelines, finalised early in 2015 and recently disseminated to 

all member institutions, are aimed at facilitating compliance with the 

CPA by ensuring, amongst other matters, that:

 all employees dealing with consumer-related matters are 

adequately trained in the application of the CPA;

 the marketing, promotion and sale of goods and performance of 

all services are carried out in compliance with the CPA;

 its terms and conditions, policies, agreements, application and 

registration forms are compliant with the CPA;

 it has protection in its agreements with third-party suppliers who 

act on its behalf in providing goods and/or services to consumers;

 consumers are provided with all necessary information in relation 

to warnings, hazards, or safety-related concerns, as well as terms 

and conditions which need to be brought to their attention; and

 consumers, staff, contractors and other relevant stakeholders are 

aware of the university's internal complaints resolution processes.

Each university is, however, responsible for its own compliance. The 

published guidelines booklet may be accessed via the Universities SA website link below: 

http://www.universitiessa.ac.za/universities-south-africa

(continues on next page)
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Learning with Technology Booklet  

The title Moving beyond the Hype: A Contextualised View of 

Learning with Technology in Higher Education was published 

by Universities SA's Teaching and Learning Strategy Group 

following a study it conducted with a view to empowering 

public universities to engage in a change-management 

strategy regarding the integration of education technologies in 

teaching, taking into consideration each institution's individual 

context, strengths, and limitations. Technology-based 

teaching is one of numerous methodologies being explored to 

enhance teaching and learning, particularly in the current 

climate where finances and other resources are constrained. 

Universities need to decide on the best investment in 

technology in order to promote student learning. In navigating 

this topic, readers are encouraged to concern themselves with 

student learning as the guiding principle -- not with technology 

as such.  

This booklet may be accessed at the Universities SA website 

link below: 

http://www.universitiessa.ac.za/print-and-e-

publications

HESA Annual Report 2014

During 2014, the issue of inadequate funding to universities 

was high on HESA's agenda, as is extensively reported in the 

Annual Report for the year. The report is also an account of 

milestones and achievements realised in the context of on-

going support to the university sector, while sharing the 

outlook for 2015 and beyond. Click on the link below to 

access the report on the Universities SA website: 

http://www.universitiessa.ac.za/annual-report
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Member institutions, stakeholders, friends and partners came to witness HESA transition to  Universities SA.

The Year that Was

One of the most important highlights of 2015 was the 10-year anniversary of Higher Education South Africa (HESA), 

the name-change from HESA to Universities South Africa, and the new corporate identity public launch function on 

22 July 2015.

Chairperson, Prof Adam Habib, who presided over the event, promised a revolutionary change in the modus operandi 

of Universities South Africa. This organisation is carrying a broader mandate than HESA, he said. It would, therefore, 

deal more substantively with issues, show a strong commitment to the Constitution, and foster an inclusive higher 

education environment in the quest to build a developmental society. He added that the organisation was becoming 

more of an activist body that would lobby more robustly on critical issues facing the university sector, such as matters 

of student access and success, the decline in state funding, the broader transformation debate, and the quality of 

teaching, learning and research, to mention a few. (continues on next page)
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The Chairperson also promised that Universities SA would live and be measured by what it was promising. He mentioned 

that a periodic survey would be distributed to key stakeholders in order to assess the performance of Universities SA 

against expectations and the organisation's Strategic Framework, 2015-2019.

University SA's new colours and corporate identity were revealed and the symbolism thereof explained.

Stakeholders, friends and partners endorse the new entity

Friends of HESA had come from far and wide to witness this occasion and deliver messages of support. 

Minister of Higher Education and Training, 

Dr Blade Nzimande: We welcome this strategic focus and its opening-up to stakeholders within the higher education 

sector, far wider than that of University Vice-Chancellors.

Dr Denise Webbstock, then Acting Chief Executive Officer: Council on Higher Education (CHE): There is a 

natural complementarity between the activities of the CHE and Universities South Africa. In the CHE, Universities South 

Africa will find a willing and supportive partner organisation. 

Mr Joe Samuels, Chief Executive Officer: South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA): The good relations that 

SAQA and the university community have enjoyed for many years manifest in various policy instruments in existence 

today. It is in this spirit that SAQA welcomes and supports the new association of universities. HESA's new name and 

identity signals new beginnings, new hopes, and a commitment to something exciting. (continues on next page)
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Mr Duncan Greaves, Chief Executive Officer: Tertiary Education and Research Network of South Africa 

(TENET): TENET congratulates HESA on a decade of achievement, reaffirms its continuing support to the renamed 

Universities South Africa, and extends warmest good wishes for the association's further success.

Dr Diane Parker, Deputy Director-General: University Education, Department of Higher Education and 

Training (DHET): We trust that Universities South Africa will build on the relationships and partnerships already 

established to strengthen engagement with the DHET, especially through the various forums and strategy groups that aim 

to share information, influence policy, and create platforms for development and innovation. The Department values these 

engagements and believes that Universities South Africa has a vital role to play …. While we may not always agree on all 

matters…we value your input and engagement and look forward to even closer relationships in ensuring that our collective 

interest in the development of our youth and our country are served.

Dr Nico Jooste, President: International Education Association of South Africa (IEASA), 2014-2016: It is a 

given that the IEASA would not have been successful and it would not have been possible to position South African higher 

education globally if the leadership of South African universities was not committed to the internationalisation of the 

system at institutional and systems level. The IEASA congratulates HESA on its ten years of existence and pledges its full 

support in taking higher education to the next level.

Ms Khanyisile Kweyama, Chief Executive Officer: Business Unity South Africa (BUSA): As we forge ahead with 

making South African universities the best in the world, we call for more structured and regular engagement with 

Universities South Africa. Business is the ultimate recipient of the graduates exiting the university system. It is, therefore, 

paramount that Universities SA and business work together to ensure that universities respond to the skills-needs of the 

labour market and remain relevant in the changing global market dynamics.

Dr Aldo Stroebel, Executive Director: International Relations and Co-operation, National Research 

Foundation (NRF); Member of Universities South Africa's Research and Innovation Strategy Group (RISG): 

The National Research Foundation (NRF), with its mandate of human capital development in South Africa and increasingly 

in an international context, strongly supports and collaborates with Universities South Africa. The India-Brazil-South Africa 

(IBSA) mobility instrument, in collaboration with the NRF, is a case in point – a strategic partnership in supporting 

scholarly endeavour on a wide front. This partnership will continue in further strengthening the internationalisation of 

South Africa's research platform through a number of multilateral engagements. Universities South Africa is commended 

for its approach and dedication to the future.

Dr Laverne Samuels, HESA nominee to the Health Professions Council of South Africa: HESA has contributed 

significantly in giving South Africa visibility within higher education, locally and globally. HESA's role in the India-Brazil-

South Africa (IBSA) and Brazil-Russia-India-China-South Africa (BRICS) academic fora, and also in the HIV/AIDS 

challenge through the HEAIDS project, has been significant in achieving this visibility. I wish the organisation well and look 

forward to engaging in the intellectual space that it will provide in its new iteration.

(continues on next page)
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Ms Nombulelo Nxesi, Chief Executive Officer of the Education Training and Development Practices - SETA: The 

ETDP-SETA's formal partnership with HESA dates back to 2011, when it was instrumental in the establishment of  HESA's 

SDF forum.  The partnership also extends to research projects such as the development of the Higher Education Sub-

Sector Skills Plan and the National Graduate Destination Survey (to track graduates' career paths post-qualification from 

higher education institutions), which is currently being discussed for implementation. 
  
Due to the nature of our mandate as a SETA, we have also funded various HESA skills development programmes, namely 

the Higher Education HR Practitioner and the Higher Education Leadership and Management (HELM) programmes. The 

HELM programme is one of the SETA's flagship projects because of its contribution to strengthening leadership and 

management within universities. Let us strengthen our partnership in order to continue to be of good service to the sector 

in South Africa as we continue to strive towards skilling South Africans to realise the National Development Plan (Vision 

2030).

Good wishes from Universities SA during the festive season
As Universities South Africa prepares to consolidate its new brand in the sector during 2016, we wish all our 

stakeholders, friends and partners a well-deserved rest; a happy festive season and another successful year ahead. 

Dr Diane Parker, DDG: University Education, DHET: We may 
not always agree on all matters. However, we value your input 
and engagement and look forward to even closer relationships 
in ensuring that our collective interest in the development of our 
youth and our country are served.

Mr Mbulelo Bikwani, Member of the University Chairs of Council 
Forum-South Africa:  We, the University Chairs of Council 
Forum-SA (UCCF-SA), can already see the convergence of the 
interests of the UCCF-SA and Universities SA -- two 
organisations supporting each other and jointly tackling the 
challenges facing us. There is always strength in unity. 


