
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
28 November 2014  
 
 
Dr EL van Staden 
Department of Higher Education and Training 
 
Email: vanstaden.e@dhet.gov.za  
 
Dear Dr van Staden 
 
DRAFT POLICY FRAMEWORK ON DIFFERENTIATION IN THE SOUTH AFRICAN POST-
SCHOOL SYSTEM  
 
GOVERNMENT GAZETTE NO. 37997, NOTICE NO. 717 
15 SEPTEMBER 2014  
 
 
 
The above-mentioned subject has reference. 
 
Kindly find attached hereto HESA’s comments on the draft Policy Framework on Differentiation in 
the South African Post-School System. 
 
The details of the contact person submitting the commentary document on behalf of HESA are: 
 

Ms Jana van Wyk 
Senior Manager: Office of the CEO 
Tel: 012 481 2895 
Email: jana@hesa.org.za  

 
I trust that the Department of Higher Education and Training will find the comments of value and 
look forward to hearing from you in terms of our request for further engagements on the matter.  
 
Regards 

 
DR JEFFREY MABELEBELE 
CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER 
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Comments on the Draft Policy Framework on Differentiation in the South African Post-
School System 
 
1. HESA welcomes the opportunity to comment on the draft “Policy Framework on 

Differentiation in the South African Post-School System”.  There has been extensive 
debate, over many years, on differentiation in higher education, in particular, and a policy 
framework has been long awaited.   

 
2. The White Paper for Post-School Education and Training (2013) acknowledges 

institutional differentiation as an important mechanism for promoting system diversity, 
which, in turn, would improve efficiency and responsiveness.  It set out a number of high-
level principles that would be used to guide the further differentiation of universities.  Many 
of these principles are in line with those that have been articulated by HESA (in particular 
in its July 2012 document “Differentiation in Higher Education”) and others.  The notion of 
a continuum of institutions “from largely undergraduate institutions to specialized, 
research-intensive universities which offer teaching programmes from undergraduate to 
doctoral level” with each institution having a “clearly defined mandate within the system” 
is articulated in the White Paper.   

 
3. The draft policy framework, in turn, proposes that the: 

 
“post-school sector should be seen as a continuum- ranging from further education 
colleges and training institutions offering vocational and technical programmes, to largely 
undergraduate institutions (some with acceptable and appropriate research and 
postgraduate niches) to specialized1 research-intensive and research-led institutions 
which offer teaching programmes from undergraduate to doctoral level.  All types of 
institutions are equally important to the overall post-school system and should function 
within a specific mandate”. 

 
4. There is therefore an expectation that the policy document would provide the framework 

to steer the system towards diversity through purposeful institutional differentiation.  
Indeed, the stated purpose of the draft document is to provide “a policy framework for 
differentiation for the South African post-school education system with clear government 
steering in terms of planning, quality assurance and funding”.  Regrettably, the document 
falls short of meeting this expectation.   

 
Page 1 of comments 

1 In the international literature this term is used to describe institutions that have a very limited disciplinary focus, such 
as engineering, business or medicine. In the South African context, all of our research-intensive universities offer a 
broad range of disciplinary fields of study.  The term ‘specialized’ should therefore be avoided in this context.  
 

                                                 



5. While the document is intended to provide a policy framework on differentiation in the post-
school system as a whole, it almost exclusively deals with universities and does not 
address the particular challenges of conceptualizing diversity in, for example, the 
Technical and Vocational Education & Training (TVET) sub-sector.  While some of the 
high-level principles that guide differentiation might apply across the post-school system, 
it is unclear whether a uniform approach to steering is appropriate or desirable across the 
entire system.   This has not been sufficiently addressed in the draft document.   

 
 
6. Much of the draft document goes into a lengthy (and at times unwieldy) discussion of the 

history and policy context of differentiation in higher education in South Africa and 
attempts to locate this within the international literature on differentiation and diversity.  
While some aspects of this exploration are useful, it lacks the clarity that had begun to 
emerge in the Green Paper for Post-School Education & Training (2011), the subsequent 
White Paper for Post-School Education and Training and the National Development Plan.   

 
Although the draft document gives an overview of the different forms of differentiation that 
have emerged in the South African higher education system, it does not provide an 
analysis of the extent to which these forms of differentiation have supported the attainment 
of the policy objectives of the government.  Other approaches, such as differentiation 
within the three institutional types (traditional universities, comprehensives and 
universities of technology) are also not explored.  

 
7. HESA is of the view that while a detailed response to the discursive sections of the 

document would not be useful, it is necessary to point to some aspects that are 
contentious.  For example, in section 4.2 Perspectives on differentiation, it is stated that: 
 
“From a governmental perspective and a policy argument it can be debated that higher 
education institutions need to become more responsive to the needs of the knowledge 
society.  They need to increase their capacity and willingness to become engaged in the 
production of useful knowledge and they need to develop their own specialized missions 
and profiles.  In order to stimulate these institutions to do so, the mechanism of market 
coordination can be used.  Reinforcing the demand side of the market will increase the 
sensitiveness to consumers’ wishes, the level of institutional specialization and the level 
of competition between universities.  The result will be higher-quality outputs, a more 
diversified system and an increasing responsiveness to societal needs.” 

 
Does this imply that the DHET is in favour of market- driven approaches to differentiation 
(along with increased competition between universities) as opposed to purposeful 
differentiation policies and strategies that are aligned to national economic and social 
developmental priorities, as articulated in the National Development Plan and other 
government frameworks?  While HESA is mindful that some programmes need to be more 
market responsive than others, particularly those that prepare graduates directly for the 
workplace, we would be concerned about the blanket subordination of offerings to market 
mechanisms.  

 
Also in the same section, the rising cost of higher education is reduced to what is described 
as the “reputation race”, driven by international university rankings.   
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While it would be entirely appropriate for the Department to caution against the danger of 
homogenization as more universities seek to compete in global rankings, the document is 
silent on whether the country needs globally competitive research- intensive universities 
and, if so, how many such institutions can be adequately supported in a diverse university 
sub-system.   Equally, the document is silent on how institutions that choose to be local 
or regional in focus will be recognized and rewarded. 

 
8. The document does not adequately address how planning, funding and quality assurance 

instruments will be used to steer differentiation.  The section on steering mechanisms is 
brief, when it could be expected that this would be at the core of any policy framework on 
differentiation.  In the introduction to section 5 (Steering mechanisms) the distinction 
between ‘key positions’ and principles is unclear.  

 
It is, for example, stated that one of the ‘key positions’ of the Department is that “the 
purpose of differentiation should be clearly understood”.  However, it is unclear as to which 
of the purposes of differentiation are prioritized by the Department.  

 
A number of the planning principles (as stated in section 5.1) are, in effect, not principles, 
for example, “It needs to be accepted that education is at the core of all differentiation 
processes”.  

 
The few paragraphs on ‘funding arrangements’ do not begin to identify ways in which 
funding might be directed to support specific institutional mandates.  No reference is made 
to the Report of the Ministerial Committee for the Review of the Funding of Universities 
(October 2013), which provides valuable pointers to how funding can be used to steer 
differentiation. 

 
The role of quality assurance in driving differentiation is not addressed.  Earlier in the 
document (section 4.2), it was signaled that a strong steering mechanism might be needed 
to curb the perceived homogenizing impact of the Higher Education Qualifications Sub-
Framework (HEQSF).  However, this is not followed through in the policy framework.   

 
HESA is also concerned about the tendency towards institutional isomorphism, with many 
institutions pursuing the characteristics of traditional research-intensive universities, as 
these are perceived as incentivized by the current steering mechanisms (especially the 
funding framework and HEQSF). Institutional isomorphism is further exacerbated by the 
lack of a clear conceptualization of differentiation and its objectives both for individual 
institutions and the system as a whole. 

 
9. HESA recommends that the next version of the policy framework for the differentiation of 

universities should provide:  
• a clear articulation of the overarching goal for differentiation of the system and the  key 

objectives to be pursued; 
• an indication of the principles that will guide differentiation.  This needs to build on what is 

already in the White Paper for Post-School Education and Training.  The principles are 
also well articulated in the Ministry of Higher Education and Training’s 2011 Green Paper 
for Post-School Education & Training);  

• clarity on how the key steering instruments will be used to steer differentiation; 
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• clarity on how the notion of a continuum of institutions “from largely undergraduate 

institutions to specialized, research-intensive universities which offer teaching 
programmes from undergraduate to doctoral level” with each institution having a “clearly 
defined mandate within the system” is conceptualised.   Is this to be understood as a single 
continuum or a continuum within each of the three institutional types (traditional 
universities, comprehensives and universities of technology)? 

• clarity on how government intends to work with universities and colleges on creating a 
financially sustainable, high-quality post-school education and training system both in the 
short and long-term; 

• clarity on how the draft policy relates to the broader macro-plan for post-school education 
and training system to be developed later in 2015. To this end, HESA’s view is that the 
policy framework on differentiation must give effect to the broader goals of the envisaged 
National Plan for Higher Education, a subset of the macro-plan for post-school education 
and training system; 

• an indication of how institutions-specific metrics and system-wide metrics are to be 
identified to enable measurement of policy progress over time; 

• an indication of the process through which compacts between universities and the state 
would be developed and agreed to in order to align the institutions’ mission and activities 
with the state’s vision for post-school education system; and 

• an indication of the processes and timeframes that the Department will use to arrive at 
decisions on the mandates of individual universities. 

 
10. HESA further requests the opportunity to engage with the Department on the next version 

of the policy framework before it is finalized; including the proposed National Plan for 
Higher Education, a subset of the macro-plan for post-school education and training 
system. To this end, HESA commits to developing a draft framework document on 
differentiation within the university sector along the lines proposed above. Such a 
document would be submitted to the DHET by end of February 2015. 

 
END 
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