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Introduction 
 
The final version of the National Development Plan (henceforth the Plan) launched in 
August 2012 has clearly profited from the responses received by the Commissioners 
on their Draft Report (henceforth the Draft) distributed on 11 November 2011 for 
comment. The Plan explicitly mentions the DBE’s Action Plan to 2014, DHET’s 
Green Paper, and HESA’s National programme to develop the Next Generation of 
Academics proposal as sources for the Plan, which it did not in the Draft. This 
commentary details some of the changes made to the Draft. The format changes 
aside, which are detailed in the next three paragraphs below, the main changes are 
threefold. There is a marked moderation in the Plan compared to the assertiveness 
of the Draft. It is clear that it is the product of multiple suggestions from different 
stakeholders, and that the drafters have tried to juggle competing priorities. At places 
the seams show. Secondly, there are some re-prioritisations. Thirdly, there are a few 
additions and one or two omissions. These are discussed further below. 
 
Education features as Chapter 9 in both versions, with the volume dropping 
marginally from 33 pages in the Draft to 31 pages in the Plan. It is a little more 
difficult comparing the extent of attention to higher education in the two versions, for 
two reasons: first, the organisation of the chapter has changed. In the Draft, the 
sectors of education (‘ECD’, ‘schooling’, ‘FET and skills development’, and ‘higher 
education’) are dealt with together successively under the rubrics of ‘Progress’, ‘The 
challenge’, ‘Achieving the 2030 vision’. The latter section is in turn divided into 3 sub-
sections; ‘Quantifiable targets’, ‘Policy proposals’, ‘The sequencing of proposals’.  
 
The disadvantage of this arrangement was that the reader trying to follow the 
narrative of a single sector had to page back and forth through the document to get a 
consolidated picture. The advantage of the arrangement was that certain 
crosscutting issues, like ‘Build a political consensus’ could be read as applying to all 
sectors. It is now lodged in the ‘Basic education’ section. In the Plan, the main 
educational sections of the Report are arranged under ‘ECD’, ‘Basic education’, 
‘Post-school’, and also the ‘National Research and Innovation System’. There is a 
separate section for ‘Higher education’ within ‘Post-school’, and its main sub-section 
is ‘Proposals for universities’. There is also a dedicated section for ‘Funding an 
enabling, high quality differentiated system’ as there was in the Draft, but the 
‘system’ now refers to the whole ‘post-school’ system, not just higher education. 
 
The advantage of this approach is that it deals with the macro-sector (post-school) 
and each sub-sector like higher education in a more consolidated fashion, making it 
easier to read. The main organisational difference is that ‘Quantifiable targets’ is 
collapsed into ‘Proposals’.  
 



  

Overall, there is a less triumphal, more business-like tone to the Plan. 
 
Proposals for higher education in the Plan 
 
I will summarise the first six proposals in the Plan, and comment on the differences 
from the Draft: 
 

1. Increase the percentage of academic staff with a PhD from the current 
34% to 70% by 2030 

This might seem a strange proposal to head the list. In the Draft, the targets 
mostly had to do with student enrolments and throughput rates. Here, the 
spotlight is on the academics. This is for a key reason, and marks a major 
advance in the Plan, namely, that it now diagnoses poor quality to be at the 
heart of the poor performance of the sector, and the key to poor quality is the 
quality of the academics, as reflected by their qualifications: ‘The most important 
factor that determines quality is the qualifications of staff’ (318). The implicit 
argument seems to be: raise the qualifications, which is to say increase the 
number of academics with PhDs, and the quality of the student outcomes will 
improve, so too the throughput, so too the capacity to supervise higher degrees, 
so too the research productivity of the sector. In short, quality defined as having a 
PhD is seen by the Plan as being the key that will unlock a virtuous cycle of 
effects. In this regard, the Report recommends that HESA’s proposal for a 
‘National Programme to develop the Next Generation of Academics for South 
African Higher Education’ be implemented. This priority is carried into the Plan’s 
Executive Summary, where it heads a list of only five ‘Actions’ for the sector (see 
Appendix 1). 
 
2. Improve the quality of teaching and learning. Lecturers should be good 

teachers. 
While this is uncontestably important, it comes with no concrete proposal for how 
this might be achieved. It is an ‘aim’ rather than a ‘proposal’. 
 
The next four ‘proposals’ are all carried over from the Draft with little change. 
Some of the comments made in the previous ‘Briefing Document’ prepared for 
HESA on the Draft are repeated here for convenience. 
 
3. Increase participation rate by at least 70% so that enrolments reach 1.62 

million by 2030. 
The previous Briefing Document commented as follows: While this sounds rather 
steep, consider that the current rate of increase is just short of 5% per annum (see 
table below).  

Head count enrolments by race, 2000-2009 (‘000) 

 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 Growth 
pa 

African 318 353 377 403 454 447 451 477 515 548 6.2% 
Coloured 30 33 38 42 46 46 49 49 52 55 6.9% 



  

Indian 40 43 48 52 54 55 55 53 52 54 3.4% 
White 163 173 179 185 189 186 185 180 178 179 1.1% 
TOTAL 551 603 641 682 743 734 739 759 797 836 4.7% 
Source: Charles Sheppard, CHET 

 
Add to that the anticipated enrolment increases from the envisaged three new higher 
education institutions – two new universities in Mpumalanga and Northern Cape, and a 
new medical school in Limpopo. Assuming the rate does not drop, the target should be 
attainable. 
 

4. Increase the throughput rate to more than 75% (or the graduation rate by 
more than 25%). 

This would increase the total number of graduates from the current 167,469 to 425,000 
by 2030, including graduations from private institutions. This is not going to be so easy to 
achieve, desirable as it is (see table below). 

Graduates as a percentage of headcount enrolments 

Qualification type 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 
Total undergraduate 14% 13% 13% 14% 14% 15% 15% 15% 15% 16% 
Postgraduate to masters level 34% 35% 35% 35% 35% 38% 38% 37% 36% 36% 
Masters 19% 19% 18% 17% 17% 18% 18% 18% 18% 19% 
Doctors 15% 13% 13% 13% 12% 13% 11% 13% 12% 13% 
TOTAL  16% 15% 15% 15% 16% 16% 17% 17% 17% 17% 

Source: Charles Sheppard, CHET 
 

As the table shows, the graduation rate has changed very slowly over the last decade. In 
addition, a major brake on the national graduation rate is the low graduation rate of the 
University of South Africa, the large distance education provider, which had a graduation 
rate of 9% in 2008 (Badsha & Cloete, 2011, pg. 11). It is worth suggesting that the 
UNISA outlier figures should be taken out of the calculation to give a more realistic figure 
for the sector, but the Plan also puts the target in gross numbers – 425,000 graduates a 
year from now until 2030, which is a 10% increase p.a. on the current rate. This will not 
be easily achieved. 
 

5. Increase the number of postgraduate students to 25% of enrolments by 
2030. 

A handful of institutions are within reach of this target. It is highly unlikely that more than 
half will reach it by 2030. Since the Plan recognises that we start with a fairly small pool 
of supervisors, the sector, it says,  should recruit assistance from ‘partnerships’ with 
commerce and industry, and ‘international exchange partnerships’ should be 
encouraged. This leads to the next proposal. 

 
6. Produce more than 100 doctoral graduates per million of the population by 

2030 
This remains an awkward way of saying that the system would need to increase the 
annual production of doctoral graduates from 1,420 per annum (in 2010) to 5,000 per 
annum in 2030. The doctoral graduation rate has been all but static over the last decade. 
The Plan acknowledges that there ‘is a shortage of academics’ (317), that just over a 
third possess a PhD and are thus presently qualified to supervise PhDs. Where will the 



  

extra supervisory capacity come from? The Plan has in mind three new sources. As 
discussed further below, the Plan proposes that local institutions with ‘embedded 
research capacity’ should, in return for recognition of this niche, assist with supervision 
at other universities which just ‘focus on teaching and learning’ (319; see further below 
under ‘Differentiation’); Partnerships with industry and commerce are a second source to 
be encouraged; and partnerships and exchanges with international universities a third1. 
But this target still seems unlikely without a local injection of supervisory capacity. 
The previous ‘Briefing Document’, in line with a recommendation made in the Green 
Paper, suggested that HESA propose extending the retirement age for certain 
academics, or re-hiring retirees on contract. This is not taken up in the Plan. 

 
The next eight ‘proposals’ are mentioned only briefly here, with the exception of three, 
which deserve special comment. 
 

• Create a welcoming learning and research environment (a nod to the 
Soudien Report?); 

• Expand university infrastructure (currently underway); 
• Develop uniform infrastructure standards; 
• Provide academic support in all institutions; 
• Expand distance education; the Plan supports the draft policy published by 

DHET;  
• Support private providers. 

 
The three that deserve special mention are: 
 

• Double the number of science students graduating, and increase the number 
of women and African postgraduates. The National Diagnostic Report on 
Learner Performance in the 2012 National Senior Certificate shows that in 2012 
only 10% of candidates (17, 888) achieved 50% or better, and only 6.7% 
achieved 65% or better in the Physical Sciences NSC examinations. This means 
that the national pool of candidates for science-based degrees is likely to stay 
below 10,000 candidates for the next 5 years at least, if past trends are anything 
to go by.  The aspirational target of doubling is thus highly unlikely; 

• Strengthen universities that have an ‘embedded culture of research and 
development’, which universities should provide postgraduate training to 
academics from universities which ‘focus on teaching and learning’ as well as 
from ‘other sectors of the post-school system’ – the colleges and the universities 
of technology, presumably (see above). While the latter proposal was made in 
the HESA response to the Green Paper, the former proposal – ‘strengthening’ 
already productive institutions - is the first explicit recognition that there may be a 
role and a place for institutions specialising in research or teaching. It also 
recognises, if implicitly, that such capacity takes time to ‘embed’. 

                                                        
1 At the recent BRICS ‘academic forum’ meeting in Durban (10 – 13 March 2013), the Minister 
encouraged such exchange relationships with Southern, not just Northern partners, noting that 
‘expanded cooperation in postgraduate studies’ was a ‘priority’ (University World News, 18 March 
2013). 



  

• Provide performance-based grants to develop centres and networks of 
excellence; and capacity-building grants with clear attainment targets within 5 
years. There is a proposal for institutions in ‘chronic distress’, which should be 
put on 5 yearly performance – based improvement grants. Although these had 
been mentioned in the Draft, they are worth underlining here because grants are 
proposed for developing and established institutions to help develop specific 
niches, of either developing expertise or excellence. 

 
Differentiation, funding and research  
 
This section comments on three foci in the Plan: 
 
Differentiation 
 
 The drafters of the Plan have learnt to tread gingerly with regard to this contentious and 
divisive issue. The Draft said confidently that each institution should develop a mission 
based on: 

• Identified existing strengths; 
• The institution’s contribution to knowledge production; 
• The institution’s unique contribution to national development (Draft, 267, 268, 

290) 
The Plan is more cautious, and, most likely in response to the HESA proposal, leads 
with institutional determination of their niche; doesn’t mention ‘existing strengths; but 
does say, that ‘some must develop capacity for cutting-edge research training’ (318). 
 
This is phrased much more tactfully than it was in the Draft. There is no longer talk of 
‘agreements’ between institutions and the Department, nor of ‘sanctions to be applied to 
institutions that do not adhere to agreements’ (Draft, 290). If one reads between the lines 
of this carefully drafted text, it can be speculated that the Plan is suggesting areas of 
commonality for all institutions (‘quality undergraduate teaching’), and differentiated 
niches where some institutions will specialise in teaching and learning, others also in 
research.  As already discussed above, ‘performance-based’ and ‘capacity-based’ grants 
will be provided to fine-tune these niches. In sum, the Plan has backed off from its strong 
stance on ‘sanctioning’ niche development, but not from its view that the development of 
the country needs a differentiated post-school institutional landscape with centres of 
research excellence. This would accord with the Green Paper and also with the direction 
of the draft HESA proposal on differentiation. 
 
Funding 
 
 The Plan recognises that both the academic corps as well as institutional infrastructure 
need ‘renewal’. It also recognises that, though enrolments have almost doubled over the 
last 18 years, funding has not ‘kept up’ (Plan, 317). In fact, although the Plan says 
elsewhere that the funding for higher education has ‘declined marginally’ (325), this is 
from .76% of GDP in 2000 to .69% in 2009 which is proportionately a decline of more 
than 1% a year of the higher education budget allocation. The Plan says mildly, 
‘additional funding will be needed’, which is an understatement. In order just to ‘catch up’ 



  

will require a percentage increase in the recurrent budget. A partial list of the new 
concerns that, in the view of the Plan, require extra funding includes: more NSFAS 
funding, capacity and performance-based grants for niche consolidation; support 
programmes at all institutions; establishing Community Education & Training Centres; 
completing the new universities in Mpumalanga and Northern Cape, the new medical 
school in Limpopo and academic hospitals, all of which require start –up funding, and will 
then later have to be added to the recurrent budget. 
 
The worry for the sector in all of this, with the reporting regulations on existing funding 
due to become much more burdensome, is that the annual grants to the universities 
might begin to dip to make way for all the new projects requiring both start-up and then 
later recurrent funding. This is at least partly why universities already find themselves in 
a financial pinch, before they can consider embarking on ‘renewal’ or ‘catch up’ 
programmes. For these reasons, it is disappointing that the Plan sets no targets in this 
regard. The Executive Summary does say: ‘The NDP will shape resource allocations 
over the next two decades, but it will not determine annual budgets’ (Executive 
Summary, 50). Under ‘higher education’ the Plan shifts the responsibility to the 
Ministerial Committee for the Review of Funding of Universities (325), but does suggest, 
somewhat cautiously, that ‘greater emphasis should be placed on incentivising graduate 
output’ in the longer term (325); that is, to what HESA proposed in their response to the 
Green Paper as ‘output’ rather than ‘input’ based funding. The Plan also repeats the 
proposal for ‘comprehensive renewal plans’ for ‘institutions in chronic distress’ mooted in 
the Draft. None of this offers any comfort to institutions that see their annual grants from 
Pretoria decreasing by the year in real terms. 
 
Research 
 
The Plan deals with research in a far from convincing fashion and seems, at times, 
almost to contradict itself. On the one hand it tells us that universities have ‘increased 
their dominance’ as research institutions by increasing their share of scientific output 
from 80% in 1995 to 86% in 2007; that share is undoubtedly even higher today. Two 
paragraphs later it tells us that there are now ‘multiple sites of research and knowledge 
production’, and that this presents a challenge for ‘coordination’ (326, 327). There is no 
evidence presented for this, and no agent is assigned the task of coordination. There is 
indeed a real coordination problem between the departments of Higher Education & 
Training, Science & Technology, Public Enterprises, Economic Development and the 
National Treasury, but this has been known for years, and the sector waits for action in 
this regard. Whether there is a coordination problem between the universities and other 
research sites is less clear. 
 
Likewise, when it comes to the universities and research, the Plan seems ambivalent. 
Are all institutions expected to do research, or only some of them? Is research a core 
function of all universities, or is it a function that belongs to some institutional niches and 
not to others in a differentiated system? Or is it a blend of two? The Plan negotiates 
these tricky waters warily but without providing clarity.  
 
In a number of places, the Plan appears to lean to the view that only some institutions 
will be research-active (‘universities that have an embedded culture of research’ (319);  



  

‘develop a few world class centres and programmes’ (327); ‘A more stable funding 
model is needed for all educational institutions that conduct research’ (327); and the 
reference to institutions ‘which focus on teaching and learning’ (319)): on the other, the 
Plan also says that some historically black universities and the universities of technology 
have ‘only recently integrated research into their core functions’ (326), and the Plan 
appears to hand the initiative for choosing the mission and niche back to the institutions 
(see above), which will probably mean that many if not most institutions will want to see 
research as a core part of their mission and niche. Research is clearly central to the 
National Research and Innovation System. But a growth path for accelerating its 
production, which the Plan clearly sees as desirable, has yet to be chosen. 
 
Some additions, some omissions 
 
The main additions to the Plan include the following: 
 

• Under the introductory section on ‘Vision for the post-school system’, the Plan 
states: ‘The Commission would add to DHET’s vision the need to build national 
institutions for science, technology and innovation to develop intellectual 
capital and spur economic growth and development’ (315, 316). That is the only 
mention. It is unclear whether the Plan is proposing new national research 
facilities like the CSIR; new universities of technology like MIT; or whether it 
envisions strengthening selected existing institutions to focus on a new role. It 
would be surprising if entirely new specialist institutions were to be built in the 
post-school sector; 

• The establishment of Community Education & Training Centres; 
• ‘Extra support’ for underprepared learners should be ‘offered and funded at all 

institutions’ (320). While differing levels of support are probably available at most 
institutions, this proposal seems to be lifting the bar somewhat; 

• Distance education is to be ‘expanded’, which means that residential 
institutions will be encouraged to expand into the terrain previously near 
monopolised by UNISA. In truth, there has already been a degree of ‘distance 
creep’, especially in areas of teacher education, but this is now to be officially 
supported; 

• There is recognition of institutions with ‘embedded research cultures’. 
 
The main omissions from the Plan include the following: 
 

• The Draft’s support for ‘addressing the decline of the humanities’ (Draft, 290) 
does not appear in the Plan; 

• The Draft’s support for the Green Paper’s proposal to ‘simplify’ the framework 
levels on the NQF, also given equivocal support by HESA, does not appear in 
the Plan; 

• The Draft’s support for the introduction of a 4-year degree no longer appears in 
Chapter 9, but remains as one of the five ‘Actions’ selected for mention in the 
Executive Summary (see Appendix 1). Whether this slippage is significant, or 
simply a slip, is not clear. 

 



  

 
 
 
Brief conclusion 
 

o The most significant shift of emphasis in the Plan is from an almost exclusive 
focus on students in the Draft to a re-prioritising of the quality of academic 
capital on which the quality of the whole system rests. The focus is now firmly on 
the qualifications of academic staff, and this tops the list of ‘Actions’ in the 
Executive summary (see Appendix 1 below). Credit is due in no small measure 
for this to HESA; 

 
o The most significant concern for the sector should be the longer-term assurance 

of the stability and growth in recurrent funding. This is under threat in all higher 
education systems world wide, and it will repay HESA to be vigilant in this regard 
on behalf of the sector. 

 
o Finally, while the Plan’s retreat from the rather militant tone about differentiation 

in the Draft is to be welcomed, there is much still to be clarified before a sectoral 
consensus around differentiation is reached, and around how it will be funded. 

 
Appendix 1: 
‘Actions’ for higher education in the Executive Summary of the Plan 
 

1. Implement a National Programme to develop the Next Generation of 
Academics for South African higher education; 

2. Complete construction of two new universities (Mpumalanga, Northern 
Cape), a new medical school in Limpopo and academic hospitals; allow 
residential universities to employ distance education; 

3. Provide an option of a four year undergraduate degree; extra support for 
underprepared students; 

4. Expand NSFAS; stabilise student funding; 
5. Relax immigration requirements for skilled maths and science teachers, 

technicians and researchers. Foreign graduates should be eligible for 7-year 
work permits. 

 
All but the first ‘action’ has been carried over from the Draft. 

 
 
 
 
 


