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GENERAL INTRODUCTION TO QEP PEER REVIEWER REPORTS 

Four focus areas were selected for Phase 1 of the Quality Enhancement Project (QEP) with 

which all institutions were asked to engage, namely: (1) enhancing academics as teachers, (2) 

enhancing student support and development, (3) enhancing the learning environment, and (4) 

enhancing course and programme enrolment management. In September 2014 each university 

produced a baseline submission that addressed the following questions for each focus area: 

 Which aspects of your institution’s Strategic Plan relate to this focus area? (Please be specific by quoting 

from the Strategic Plan). 

 What activities do you currently have in place related to this focus area that are successful? What 

evidence do you use to conclude that they are successful? (Do not provide detailed evidence, just a 

description of the type of evidence you collect and a short summary of the results.) 

 What activities related to this focus area have you initiated during the past three or four years that have 

not been as successful as you had hoped? In what ways were they unsuccessful? What do you think might 

be the reasons for the lack of success? 

 What activities have you recently implemented or are you planning to implement in the next 12 to 18 

months related to this focus area? Why have you chosen these particular activities?  What is the need or 

problem they are intended to address? 

 What are the challenges or problems related to this focus area that still need to be addressed in your 

institution?  

The submission also included an introductory section on the contextual features of the 

institution that are salient to student success, a description of how the submission was prepared, 

and a concluding section on other activities the institution was undertaking to promote student 

success and challenges being faced. 

Universities were asked to submit final reports by 11 December 2015 that indicated 

improvements that had been made or were being planned since the baseline reports were 

submitted. The stated aim of the report is shown below. 

The aim of the institutional report is to demonstrate efforts to bring about enhancements 

in each of the four Quality Enhancement Project (QEP) focus areas since the beginning 

of Phase 1 of the QEP in February 2014, reflect on the journey towards enhancement and 

assess the extent to which the efforts have resulted in improvements. 

Because of widespread student protests in the last few months of 2015, some reports were 

submitted early in 2016. In the final report, for each focus area universities responded to the 

following questions: 

 Summarise what the university considers to be the key issues in [this focus area] in one or two paragraphs. 

 During Phase 1 of the QEP, what changes at institutional level (a) have been made, (b) are in progress, 

or (c) are in the planning stages that relate to enhancing academics as teachers? 
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 Provide one or more (but not more than 5) exemplars to illustrate specific aspects of the changes that are 

successful.  Provide evidence for claims of success. Where an activity is in the planning stages, indicate 

what evidence will be collected. 

 Provide one or more (but not more than 5) exemplars of changes that have not been successful and 

suggest reasons. 

 If possible, identify one or more promising practices related to this focus area. Describe the practice and 

provide evidence for success. Suggest what the key features might be. 

 Identify the main challenges the university still faces in relation to this focus area. 

The document also included an introduction that described how the report was prepared and a 

concluding section on reflections on Phase 1 of the QEP. 

During 2016 and early 2017 individual institutional visits were carried out by two peer 

reviewers and the Director: Institutional Audits. The CHE communicated with the DVC 

Teaching and Learning or Academic to find a suitable date for the visit, and then a formal letter 

was sent to the Vice-Chancellor, which included the names of the peer reviewers and a request 

to indicate whether he or she felt there was a serious conflict of interest. In addition to logistical 

matters, the letter described the purpose and format of the visit as follows: 

The purpose of the institutional visit is to provide a structured opportunity for institutional leaders to 

engage with peer reviewers external to the institution about the journey they are taking towards 

improvement in the QEP focus areas, the milestones achieved, the challenges encountered along the way 

and the plans for further improvement. It is also an opportunity for institutions to receive feedback on 

their engagement with the focus areas and suggestions for what else they might consider doing, or doing 

differently, based on what is being learned in and with the sector. Please note that we are interested in 

what is being done at your university that relates to the four Phase 1 focus areas, not just designated QEP 

activities. 

The broad frame for the visit is appreciative inquiry (AI), originally developed by Cooperrider and 

Srivastva (1987)1. AI is a strengths-based approach to change management that uses the “positive core” 

of an organisation as the starting point for growth and improvement. In contrast to problem-solving – 

trying to fix what is – it employs a generative method to envision what does not yet exist. While it is 

impossible for peer reviewers to engage in a full-blown AI process, the institutional visit is intended to 

focus on the positives as a springboard for thinking about what to enhance and how. 

During the visit we would like to meet with the following groups of people over the course of the day: 

1. Senior management (60 minutes) 

2. Key role players involved with Focus Area 1 (80 minutes) 

3. Key role players involved with Focus Area 2 (80 minutes) 

4. Key role players involved with Focus Area 3 (80 minutes) 

                                                 
1 Cooperrider, D.L. & Srivastva, S. (1987). Appreciative inquiry in organizational life. In Woodman, R. W. & 

Pasmore, W.A. (Eds), Research in Organizational Change and Development, Vol. 1, Stamford, CT: JAI Press, 

129-169. 
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5. Key role players involved with Focus Area 4 (80 minutes) 

6. Senior management (30 minutes for feedback) 

The team will have read the university’s QEP baseline report and final report. At the meetings, the team 

may ask for further information beyond what was in the two documents.  The university may also wish 

to bring additional information to the meetings. 

The selection of participants is up to you.  However, we hope that you will be able to be part of the first 

meeting, and if possible, the last. For the meetings with senior management, we would like to speak with 

people who have the authority and responsibility to implement and drive initiatives at institutional level 

that relate to the four focus areas of Phase 1 of the QEP2. For the meetings on the focus areas, we hope 

that students will be included.  

Several weeks before the institutional visit, the two peer reviewers were sent the institutions’ 

two reports, two articles on Appreciative Inquiry and the peer reviewer manual, which contains, 

among other things, a list of possible questions and detailed guidelines for the peer reviewer 

report. Immediately prior to each institutional visit, the peer reviewers and the Director: 

Institutional Audits spent most of a day preparing for the visit by going through the institution’s 

two submissions in detail. During this preparatory meeting, several specific questions for the 

senior management were formulated and areas in which the panel wanted more information 

were identified for each focus area. The meetings that took place during the institutional visit 

were audio-recorded, and the audio files were sent to the peer reviewers after the visit for 

reference.  

Each peer reviewer report is based on three data sources: the institution’s baseline submission, 

the institution’s final report and the content of the meetings during the institutional visit. As 

stated in the letters to the VCs, institutions could provide additional information during the 

visit. Some institutions did provide further documentation to elaborate on specific issues during 

the visit or, by agreement, emailed additional documentation immediately after the visit; in 

these cases such documentation was also taken into account in writing the report. It was 

necessary to limit the scope of the work in this way to ensure that the work could be completed 

within a specified time frame and also to be fair to all institutions. 

Following receipt of the peer reviewers’ reports, the CHE undertook a process of editing and 

harmonisation of the reports (to ensure a reasonable level of consistency among them) before 

sending them to institutions. In the initial letter to each VC it was indicated that the reports 

would be sent to the institutions for corrections, but that institutions were not expected to add 

new information at this stage. After the corrections were received from institutions, the final 

report was produced; new information was not included. It is hoped that the report will be a 

useful resource for an institution in its own journey to improvement. In addition, the reports 

will be among the documents that the CHE will use to produce a document synthesising what 

has been learnt during Phase 1 of the QEP across the sector. The final reports will serve at the 

Institutional Audits Committee and the Higher Education Quality Committee for information. 

                                                 
2 (1) Enhancing academics as teachers, (2) Enhancing student support and development, (3) Enhancing the 

learning environment, (4) Enhancing course and programme enrolment management. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Walter Sisulu University (WSU) is a comprehensive university that was established through 

the merger of three institutions, namely Border Technikon, Eastern Cape Technikon and the 

University of Transkei. The four campuses (with multiple sites of delivery) are East London 

in the south, Butterworth and Mthatha in the north and Queenstown to the west. 

Taking its rural context into consideration, the University strives to maintain its traditional 

role as an institution of higher learning, but also as a Developmental University, ascribing to 

itself the imperative of making a significant contribution to regional, national and continental 

development.  

The vision of WSU is to be a leading African comprehensive university focusing on 

innovative educational, research and community partnership programmes that are responsive 

to local, regional and national development priorities, cognizant of continental and 

international imperatives. 

The Quality Enhancement Project (QEP) was introduced by the Council on Higher 

Education (CHE) at a time when WSU was finalizing the action plans to address the 30 

recommendations from its HEQC institutional audit. The Administrator (who served from 

2011 to April 2014) incorporated the work outstanding from the audit into the eight projects 

of the Turnaround Framework, and the University embarked upon a major turn-around 

strategy in order to improve its effectiveness and sustainability, and especially the success 

of its students. The eight component projects associated with the Turnaround Strategy are 

aimed at improving the access and success of students. In its first QEP report (2014) the 

University referred to the following Turnaround projects:    

1. The purpose of the Institutional Governance Project is to transform WSU from a 

centralized system of governance to a divisional governance and management model 

suitable for a single, comprehensive, multi-campus WSU.  

2. The purpose of the Academic Enterprise Project is to improve learning and teaching 

by improving academic governance and management, student and staff performance 

and by improving the programme and qualification mix. 

3. The Student Governance Project aims to enhance scholarship, citizenship and 

leadership of WSU students, to enhance participative and responsible student life, 

wellness and student governance.  

4. The Finance Project was set up to establish an integrated and highly functional 

financial system, balancing efficient service with sufficient compliance and controls.  

5. The Information and Communication Technology (ICT) project aims to audit, plan, 

devise and implement an integrated and up-to-date ICT domain ensuring business 

information, communication and contingency plans.  
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6. The purpose of the Human Capital Management Project is to provide a stable, high 

performing workforce that is working in synergy and in the best interest of WSU.  

7. The aim of the Teaching and Learning Technology Project is to install modern 

teaching and learning technology tools and ensure ubiquitous and effective use to 

improve student throughput.  

8. The purpose of the Infrastructure Project is to strategize and execute efficient 

physical infrastructure and resource planning, expansion, maintenance and 

utilization.  

Since the first submission in September 2014, WSU has made great strides in establishing 

all the governance structures, including Campus Senate Committees, Campus Management 

Committees, an Institutional Forum, and Institutional Senate and Council Sub-Committees. 

Rectors of the four campuses and all Deans of the eleven faculties were appointed. Faculties 

are campus-specific, with five faculties on the Mthatha Campus, three on the Butterworth 

Campus, two on the Buffalo City Campus and one on the Queenstown Campus. A campus-

based resource allocation model has been implemented. Each campus has someone 

responsible for ICT and physical facilities. 

Progress across the eight projects include the following:  

 An academic performance plan sets targets for campuses and faculties (e.g. on pass 

rates, improvement of staff qualifications, etc.) and faculties and campuses have to 

report twice a year on progress.  

 Considerable progress has been made with the professional development of the 

academic staff. The Centre for Learning and Teaching Development (CLTD) plays 

a significant role in the development of teaching skills. 

 As far as academic support to lecturers and students (by the CLTD) is concerned, the 

WSU follows a decentralised approach with teaching and learning experts in the 

faculties. 

 The poor calibre of student leaders was addressed by introducing academic 

performance as a criterion for the appointment of a student leader.  

 An overall expenditure of more than R24.5 million has improved the physical 

infrastructure of WSU.  

It is evident from the progress listed above that the University takes its role as an institution 

of higher learning seriously. Although much remains to be done, progress made is beginning 

to address important aspects of the institution’s effectiveness and sustainability, and 

ultimately the success of its students. In the final report the University indicated that the 
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Turnaround Framework has now been subsumed into the Annual Performance Plan of the 

University. 

To develop the baseline QEP submission, WSU constituted a Quality Enhancement Project 

Steering Committee (QEPSC), which delegated the preparation of the submission to six 

teams, each responsible for preparing one section of the report (including the introduction 

and closing section).. All the members of the QEPSC assigned to the four focus areas of the 

QEP Phase 1 submission included student representatives. However, not everyone who was 

invited to the meetings actually attended. 

The rest of this report focuses on the University’s strengths and achievements in the four 

focus areas, as well as on the areas in need of improvement. It should be noted that there 

were challenges in producing this report owing to a very brief final report from the institution 

and poor quality recording of the interviews.  

 

2. FOCUS AREA 1: ENHANCING ACADEMICS AS TEACHERS 

(Including professional development, rewards and recognition, workload, conditions of 

service and performance appraisal)  

THE INSTITUTION’S STRENGTHS 

The Human Capital Management Project addresses, to a large extent, the matters relevant to 

this focus area. Key performance areas (KPAs) in this Project, relevant to this focus area, 

include learning and teaching development, human capital management and organisational 

development and culture, and to a lesser extent staff recruitment, retention and employment 

relations. Each KPA is broken down into goals, objectives and expected outcomes. No 

timelines are provided, but they could be included in the operational plans that support these 

KPAs.  

Teaching development is supported by WSU policies, and much of the responsibility for 

implementation lies with the Centre for Learning and Teaching Development (CLTD). The 

University follows a decentralised approach, with teaching and learning experts based in the 

faculties, where they provide a capacitating and supporting role with respect to, among other 

things, assessment and moderation and tracking and monitoring student progress. 

The activities contained in the staff development strategy are funded by the Teaching 

Development Grant. Various activities have been identified as part of the strategy for the 

promotion of excellence in teaching and learning. A number of successful TDG-funded 

activities were listed in the baseline report, some of which are summarised below. 

 Professional development of academic staff by means of workshops and funding of 

qualifications in higher education studies, resulting in 286 academic staff attending 

professional development workshops from 2012 to 2014, 13 academic staff members 

completing the Postgraduate Diploma in Higher Education and Training (PGDHET) 
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from 2012 to 2014, and increased throughput rates and research output from better 

qualified staff; 

 Professional development of academic staff by means of workshops and funding of 

qualifications in higher education studies, resulting in 286 academic staff attending 

professional development workshops from 2012 to 2014, 13 academic staff 

members completing the Postgraduate Diploma in Higher Education and Training 

(PGDHET) from 2012 to 2014, and increased throughput rates and research output 

from better qualified staff.  

 Workshops at basic and intermediate levels to train staff and students to use 

Blackboard, the University’s Learning Management System (LMS).  

 Six Short Learning Programmes (SLPs) were approved in 2012 and implemented 

from 2013; 

 Academic support was provided by CLTD and the Quality Management Department 

(QMD) where programme reviews took place;  

 Training of lecturers on assessment and moderation; some faculties indicated that 

throughput rates improved after staff had successfully completed the training ; 

 Encouraging and providing subsidies for staff to attain higher qualifications, 

especially Master’s and Doctoral Degrees. There is a once off lump sum payment in 

recognition of the attainment of a higher qualification.  

Another strength is an institutional focus on Problem-Based Learning (PBL), which began 

in the Health Sciences Faculty, and is being infused into other programmes, especially in the 

Faculty of Business, Management Sciences and Law. 

In addition, analysis and review of the workload policy has enabled a more equitable 

workload distribution. 

THE APPROACH TAKEN TO IMPROVEMENT 

The University is, quite rightly, very proud of the work the Centre for Learning and Teaching 

Development (CLTD) has done and this was confirmed in interviews with different staff 

groups. The establishment of the CLTD to champion academic development has proved to 

be a very good decision because this Centre has been successful in designing and 

implementing structures, systems and processes for academic staff development. However, 

the wide scope of the CLTD’s responsibilities, coupled with human resource challenges, has 

proved to be a stumbling block in the implementation of the wide variety of teaching 

development undertakings. 

The University offers in-house workshops; training by external facilitators is also offered. 

Workshops and the SLPs for the development of teaching skills, as well as academic 
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leadership development are offered.  In some cases, external service providers are involved, 

and also international role players.   

The development of academics as teachers has experienced a number of challenges, but the 

WSU regards it as an ongoing process.  

IMPROVEMENTS UNDERTAKEN AND PROGRESS MADE 

Some of the challenges in this area are left over from the failure to properly merge all of the 

systems of the three merging institutions beginning in 2004, the subsequent turnaround 

strategy initiated when the University was under administration, and the unfinished 

implementation of the turnaround projects following the period under administration. Of 

particular relevance to this focus area are the lack of a finalised staffing structure, with the 

result that many staff are in contract positions and there is no staff retention policy. On the 

other hand, there is a very good staff development policy. The result is that a number of staff 

take up staff development opportunities and are then poached by other institutions.  

TDG funds have been used to appoint additional teaching and learning specialists on 3-year 

contracts, who are based in faculties on the four campuses. It has been a challenge to fill the 

posts, not only because of the difficulty of finding suitable people but also because of internal 

issues, such as HR delays and labour union interference (e.g. other campuses do not want 

someone from the Umtata campus). Nonetheless, the positions are getting filled. 

An interesting initiative is the “faculty conversations”, where teaching and learning 

specialists sit in on all faculty meetings and identify areas of concern to the faculty, as a 

guide to identifying support and development initiatives. The CTLD has workshops with the 

teaching and learning specialists to get feedback. 

Each faculty has a teaching and learning committee, on which the faculty teaching and 

learning specialist sits. This committee reports to the faculty board. 

Twelve of the PGDHET graduates have commenced their Master’s degree in Higher 

Education Studies, 7 at UKZN, 4 at Fort Hare and 1 at UFS. Two PhD students have 

registered at Fort Hare and 1 at Rhodes.  

The six Short Learning Programmes (SLPs) for staff development have been successfully 

implemented since 2013. The plan is for these SLPs to articulate with the PGDHET, which 

WSU has submitted to the CHE for accreditation. In the final QEP report, it is stated that 

these workshops were implemented “with notable impact”. Elsewhere it is stated that student 

success (i.e. throughput) improved.  

Teaching Development Grant funds were used for the development of teaching staff (by a 

private provider) in teaching methodologies, assessment and moderation. 380 staff 

underwent unit standards-based training in 2015. Fifty staff members enrolled for the 

International Computer Driver’s Licence. The provisioning of personal computers and 

projectors for e-learning further promoted the integration of technology in teaching and 
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learning. Progress with regards to the use of educational technology in teaching and learning 

seems slower than expected, though, possibly due to internal and external issues relating to 

access, funding and awareness of the potential of e-learning.   

The induction programme for new staff is not compulsory. The CLTD identifies new staff 

members by requesting lists of names from the HoDs and Deans, and then asking the HoDs 

to release the new staff members to attend the induction meetings. The focus of the induction 

programme is institutional; HR addresses general HR matters and the CTLD inducts 

academics on all of the operations of the centre and motivates them to register for the 

Professional Excellence Programme, comprising four SLP modules.   

Student evaluation focuses on the module and the lecturer in the same questionnaire, while 

the purpose is developmental. The quality management office collates and writes a report 

with recommendations for improvement. The HoD and the lecturer then decide on an 

improvement plan. A new policy was approved in 2016. The intent was to pilot the online 

version with first year students. It was indicated in the interviews that a number of problems 

were experienced, namely poor student response (because of inadequate incentives for 

students to go to a lab to complete the questionnaire), technical problems and no feedback 

to the students. The University is also considering 360º evaluation, including peer-, 

supervisor- and self-evaluation.    

The Vice Chancellor’s Teaching Excellence Awards commenced in 2011 with the first actual 

awards made in 2012. This could, however, not be sustained due to the resignations of staff 

from the CLTD who had been appointed on contracts. Faculty initiatives in acknowledging 

staff and students’ performance have continued. It is, however, not uniformly implemented, 

but in some cases the groundwork has been done and a starting point has been established 

from where progress can be made.  

Performance management contracts were being signed by executive management, but 

performance management has not been filtered down to lower levels. WSU is consulting 

with other institutions, including Rhodes, on the evaluation of teaching. It is also working 

with Nuffic to learn about the Dutch system. There is a suggestion that the evaluation of 

teaching should be a KPA for HODs and Deans. This is being built into the HOD training. 

Monitoring, evaluation and reporting of teaching and learning constitute one of the key 

performance areas for all levels of academic leadership and management (HoDs, Faculty 

Deans and Campus Rectors). The current challenge is to ensure that such an important 

function is carried out as required. 

The promotions policy is being reworked. There have been no personal promotions for seven 

years because of budget constraints. WSU has undertaken a benchmarking of its promotion 

criteria against those of other institutions, including how to incorporate teaching. It now 

needs to operationalize what was learnt, but there are still serious budget constraints. 

The university has undertaken an analysis and review of the workload policy, which has led 

to a more equitable workload distribution with the objective that staff will be able to develop 



 

 

Report: Walter Sisulu University  
  11 
 

their capacity as teachers, while taking other responsibilities (i.e. research and community 

engagement) into consideration.  

In 2015, a capacity building programme on higher education leadership and management 

development commenced. Development at managerial level was done by means of a two-

day training workshop for 48 (of 53) HoDs, using specially allocated funds from DHET. It 

entailed the development of annual performance plans and specifically the management of 

teaching and learning.  

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER IMPROVEMENTS 

It is clear from the institutional reports and the interviews that the institution is spending a 

substantial amount of human and financial resources on professional staff development. 

However, there appears to be a lack of overall coherence and coordination. An evaluation of 

existing activities could indicate which are effective and sustainable. A coherent approach 

to professional staff development can play an important role in achieving the university’s 

mission to be a developmental institution. 

Whilst the success and good work done by the CLTD is to be commended, it is a concern 

that many of their workshops seems to be of a ‘once off’ nature. The University would do 

well to learn from other local universities who run their development programmes in 

multiple, short contact sessions over an extended period of time, to maximise impact.   

The CLTD is encouraged to develop mechanisms to monitor the value added by the staff 

development activities. A possible resource is the Kirkpatrick model, which is a worldwide 

standard for evaluating the effectiveness of training3. A simple cause and effect relationship 

between training and improved pass rates is not necessarily reliable. Regular and in-depth 

student evaluation of teaching/modules, as well as systematic programme reviews should 

also be considered. Closer collaboration between the unit for quality management and the 

CLTD is encouraged.  

The decentralised approach to professional staff development and support may prove to be 

very expensive: although one or more teaching and learning specialist per faculty (i.e. a 

person who is knowledgeable in both the broad discipline(s) of the faculty and teaching and 

learning), is the ideal, they are hard to find. The University may consider clustering faculties 

when these kinds of appointment are made. The matter of contract versus permanent 

appointments must be resolved as soon as possible to establish job security, but also because 

it may take this person a year or two to develop credibility in the faculty and to be accepted 

by the academics as a specialist in his/her own right. It will also contribute to the 

sustainability of many of the CLTD initiatives.  

There is no doubt that the CLTD is providing valuable support to academic staff. The diverse 

core functions of the CTLD and the lack of human resources (i.e. permanent appointments), 

                                                 
3 http://www.kirkpatrickpartners.com/OurPhilosophy/TheKirkpatrickModel  

http://www.kirkpatrickpartners.com/OurPhilosophy/TheKirkpatrickModel
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however, necessitates a review of the CLTD. This high performing Centre is under pressure 

and this may have a paralysing effect on its functioning in the long run. Possibilities should 

explored for collaboration among the CTLD, the quality management unit, and ICT support. 

In the longer term, the university is encouraged to try to create more permanent positions in 

the CLTD. 

The academic staff of the WSU would do well to consider their teaching innovations as a 

source of data for possible research activities. The scholarship of teaching and learning 

(SoTL) is currently a small but growing, and well-supported field of study, and is one that is 

highly suitable for a developing university such as WSU. 

There seems to be agreement in the University that annual training for HoDs is needed. 

Perhaps in future the two-day workshop could be used for new HODs, while shorter, regular 

interventions are offered for both new and more experienced HODs. Different stakeholders 

(e.g. experienced HoDs and staff from different support units) could participate in offering 

training to include matters such as Quality Management, programme management, quality 

of teaching and learning, managing staff development and feedback to other staff members. 

The University could also consider establishing a mentorship programme, where seasoned 

academic managers and lecturers support and guide their less experienced colleagues. 

The University acknowledges that, despite having a policy on the Evaluation of Teaching, 

implementation did not comply: the questionnaires that students should complete at the end 

of each academic period on course and lecturer evaluation were neglected. Feedback to 

students on aspects such as planned improvements and evidence of real improvements 

should be communicated to students, even if it is to students in the following year cohort. 

The University is encouraged to refine and strengthen the use of its evaluation of teaching 

by students before embarking on other, more labour-intensive forms of evaluation (e.g. peer 

evaluation and 360º evaluations). One incentive to encourage students to complete the new 

online evaluation is to give them a small percentage of the continuous assessment mark just 

for completing. (This can be done in a way to protect confidentiality.) 

The University could consider establishing teaching and learning forums (at institutional and 

faculty levels) where lecturers can meet with their peers and share their experiences and best-

practices in a non-threatening, supportive environment. Given the success of some of the 

foundation programmes, these lecturers would have special contributions to make. 

Teaching evaluation for developmental purposes is undertaken, but it should also be part of 

the promotion criteria. Individual improvement plans (based on these evaluations), workload 

and the achievement of personal professional goals, should be part of the individual’s career 

path - a matter that each HoD should discuss with the individual staff member and monitor 

for promotion purposes.   

Performance contracts and workload allocation are contentious issues at many institutions. 

Performance contracts have been implemented at senior management levels, but the 

University is not clear on whether it added value. This provides the University with an 
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opportunity to review and rethink the practice, consult with other institutions and devise a 

pilot. Clarity on the purpose is important for both the morale and productivity of the 

University’s staff members. Performance contracts and workload allocations can be valuable 

management tools in the hands of HoDs. Whether it should be linked to annual bonuses is a 

matter that should be carefully researched. There should also be consequence management 

at all levels, i.e. what happens if the individual’s targets, such as workload and student 

satisfaction scores are not achieved?  

A promotion policy is part of a network of policies and supporting practices that include a 

workload model, regular teaching evaluation, quality management, and rigorous policy 

implementation and monitoring. This may seem to be a daunting task, but alignment of 

policies and practices would go a long way in addressing staff satisfaction, and quality of 

teaching and learning. The interviewees during the panel visit acknowledged that a quality 

management policy (and strategy) is needed. This should address quality structures and 

processes at faculty and institutional levels, who is responsible for quality and who is held 

accountable.    

The inclusion of work integrated learning (WIL) and/or service learning (SL) seems to be a 

concern. Training of academics should contribute to promoting these approaches to learning. 

Matters such as a forum to showcase these projects should also be addressed. An institutional 

policy on WIL and SL could help to formalise matters such as credit values, placement of 

students, MoUs/MoAs with employers and support to staff and students.    

Another major factor that seems to impact negatively on all four the focus areas, but 

particularly on this one, is the slow progress with the HR match-and-place exercise, which 

is a legacy from the merger when HR policies were not harmonised. The University is 

seeking to ensure that all existing staff members are placed in appropriate positions, and, 

because of severe budget constraints, that staffing needs on any campus are met by under-

utilised staff from any of the other campuses. The University would do well to focus its 

energy and resources to finalise this emotionally-ridden process as soon as possible. Work 

security is one of the most basic needs of any employee and, as such, both productivity and 

the quality of teaching at WSU will continue to suffer until the match-and-place process is 

completed. 

 

3. FOCUS AREA 2: ENHANCING STUDENT SUPPORT AND 

DEVELOPMENT 

(Including career and curriculum advising, life and academic skills development, 

counselling, student performance monitoring and referral) 

THE INSTITUTION’S STRENGTHS 

One of the strengths of the WSU is the University’s Centre for Learning and Teaching 

Development. It was evident from the interviews with the WSU staff that the Centre is 
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making an extremely valuable contribution to the University’s ability to provide a good 

learning environment for its students.  

New students participate in faculty-based orientation programmes at the beginning of each 

year. The event is aimed at introducing new students to university life and culture, academic 

support programmes, student life, logistics and activities. The success of these activities is 

measured by the attendance of students. There is also a strong partnership between the library 

and CLTD in planning and organising a general student orientation at the beginning of the 

year. Furthermore, once lectures begin all academic departments, through the HoDs, send 

their students to the library for subject specific LIS skills training.  

Academic advisors, who have at least a BEd (Hons) degree, are appointed on each campus 

on contracts, supported by Teaching Development Grant funding. They conduct workshops 

for new students on topics such as adjusting to university life, study skills, time management 

and examination preparation. Academic Advisors also conduct workshops for the final year 

students to prepare them for the world of work. Topics include CV writing, interview skills, 

communication skills, writing a business plan, presentation and networking skills. 

Each campus has a Writing and Reading Centre, also staffed by people with at least a BEd 

(Hons) appointed on contract. Butterworth and Mthatha campuses have two coordinators, 

while the two other campuses have one each. 

The Peer Assisted Learning (PAL) Programme is offered for the high-risk and gateway 

courses at first year level, as identified by each faculty. Senior students who are performing 

well are recruited to be Peer Assisted Learning Leaders (PALLs). They are trained in 

facilitation of learning, collaborative learning and infusing study skills in learning. The 

PALL: student ratio is 1:50. The Library also uses PALLS to work in the library laboratories 

to assist students; they are trained by librarians prior to doing this work. 

Student development structures that address academic, religious, political, cultural and 

community partnership societies have been established. These structures are recognised by 

the SRC together with Student Affairs and funded from the SRC budget. 

There are 25 extended programmes, and student performance is improving. In 2013 the post 

examination success rate of the EP students in the first year of foundation courses was 81%, 

which represents an increase of 10.4% from 2012, and 75% in regular courses, representing 

an increase of 6.8% from 2012.  

THE APPROACH TAKEN TO IMPROVEMENT 

The University has developed a number of student support mechanisms. Some of these are 

regular/continuous support on all campuses, while others seem to be once-off events or only 

on some campuses.  
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A strategy and supporting policies are in place for the support of student learning. The 

strategy is funded by the Teaching Development Grant. 

IMPROVEMENTS UNDERTAKEN AND PROGRESS MADE 

Higher Education Data Analyser (HEDA), which has a student tracking and monitoring 

module, has been purchased by the institution. WSU started a pilot on student tracking and 

monitoring in sixteen courses, eight departments and two faculties at the Buffalo City 

Campus in 2015. Academic advisors used the system to follow students identified as being 

at risk.  In 2016 training will be expanded to departmental secretaries and faculty officers, to 

enable faculties to monitor and track student performance.  

A tutor and mentor programme to provide academic support, which is linked to the 

development of a new generation of academics, has been established. The main activities for 

this programme include a tutorship programme for good students from 2nd year students to 

postgraduate students, annual training of PALLs and an extended first year orientation 

programme.  

Counselling services are available on all four campuses. This service addresses initiatives 

such as campaigns for HIV testing and the establishment of support groups. There are too 

few counsellors, but it is hoped that this will be alleviated as part of the “match and place” 

process. 

Faculty-specific support mechanisms exist, e.g. a mentoring programme in the Faculty of 

Health Sciences in which students are allocated to mentors. In Accounting, a mentor 

programme for first year students has been established. Mentors and mentees decide when 

they will meet, which presents challenges with respect to venues and scheduling. In the 

Faculty of Education, a module on Communication, integrated with the other modules, is 

offered.  

The Library introduces students to information literacy. In the BEd programme there is an 

8-credit information literacy course. The library also offers Information literacy to 

Information Technology Foundation students. Information literacy is combined with 

Information system (IS) into a single, year-long course. As for academic literacy, Senate 

approved that academic literacy should be offered to all students, but the University cannot 

afford to implement this. However, all foundation students take an academic literacy module.  

There is an office of community partnerships, which also helps with WIL placements. It has 

established MOUs with industry. There are also campus-based WIL opportunities, such as 

in hospitality, where students prepare meals for visitors. Community engagement is 

encouraged, sometimes through integration into programmes as a module. There are students 

involved in ENACTUS, and others who tutor learners at local schools, which has led to an 

increase in the matric pass rate. 
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As far as residences are concerned, progress has been made as stated in the introduction. The 

University acknowledges that the provisioning of enough accommodation, the refurbishment 

of old residences, and squatting in residences, are ongoing concerns. Students who could not 

be accommodated in residences, often end up living in shacks. The University approves off 

campus accommodation, but these once off visits do not guarantee the sustained quality of 

this kind of accommodation. 

The number of students in extended degree programmes increased from 1446 in 2014 to 

1542 in 2015. Students tend to do well in this programmes, supported by small classes, good 

lecturers and the provision of tablets. 

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER IMPROVEMENTS 

The University has initiated a wide variety of initiatives to support students. However, based 

on the institution’s reports and the interviews with staff, there appears to be a lack of overall 

coherence and coordination, while the main focus seems to be on first year students. It would 

be useful for the University to evaluate the success of the existing services while keeping the 

resource implications in mind and then to develop an overall framework for student support 

and development. 

A number of activities are in the planning phase (as part of the tutor and mentor programme). 

In developing a coherent and systematic approach to student support, the panel suggests that 

the University keep the following in mind: 

 Integrating academic support with teaching in learning, i.e. providing module-

specific support in the module by the lecturer.  

 Extending support to all undergraduate years of study. The identification of 2nd and 

3rd year students’ learning needs would inform support services at all undergraduate 

levels.   

 A systematic approach to the development of students as responsible citizens of SA 

may require a compulsory module/component in all undergraduate programmes to 

address a wide variety of matters (e.g. respect for yourself and others, risky 

behaviours and broader, national issues).   

 A system of formal referrals from the lecturer to a specific support unit or person and 

follow-up mechanisms to monitor the student’s improvement (or lack thereof).  

 A clear distinction between institutional and faculty responsibilities w.r.t. training 

(e.g. of tutors), budgeting and monitoring. 

 Regular student experience surveys do contribute to the University’s understanding 

of the issues involved.   
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 A systematic approach to reviewing the value added by academic support units (and 

the quality management unit’s role in this).  

 Sustainability of support mechanisms and structures. Although not the focus of the 

QEP Phase, the issue of adequately trained support staff should also be considered.    

Included in the infrastructural needs the University has identified is the need for student 

centres on campuses. Taking the rural context of the campuses into consideration, student 

access to facilities such as food outlets, book shops, and pharmacies, becomes an important 

student support mechanism.  

 

4. FOCUS AREA 3: ENHANCING THE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT 

(Including teaching and learning spaces, ICT infrastructure and access, technology-

enabled tools and resources, library facilities) 

THE INSTITUTION’S STRENGTHS 

This is an area in which a great deal of work is required as, prior to the period under 

administration, maintenance and infrastructure development has been severely neglected for 

many years. However, advances have been made in the past few years. 

As part of the Turn Around Strategy, in 2012-3 an ICT efficiency and infrastructure audit 

was undertaken. As a result, a systematic approach has been taken to upgrading and updating 

ICT facilities, including staff computers, internal networks, linking to the SANREN network 

for increased bandwidth and speed and increasing Wi-Fi provision on the four campuses. 

Blackboard has been implemented as the University’s Learning Management System 

(LMS), named WiSeUp. 

The directorate for Library and Information Services, is a competent, forward-thinking unit 

with a sound vision in terms of how the libraries of the WSU can become modern learning 

centres where students can study and access physical and online resources. Investments have 

been made in library buildings and resources.  

THE APPROACH TAKEN TO IMPROVEMENT 

From the 2016 final report and the interviews, it is clear that much time and investment has 

gone into improving the physical facilities of the University on all four campuses.  

The divisional model adopted by WSU means that each campus budgets for its own logistics 

and equipment. Resource allocations are then done centrally to all Deans, who, in turn, need 

to budget and identify needs, after which Faculty Boards discuss and approve. Campus 

management committees then follow up. There is a rector on each campus taking 

responsibility for the infrastructure on their learning site. 
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The University has set up task teams and working committees to focus on the teaching and 

learning infrastructure and ICT facilities on the various campuses. It also invested time and 

other resources for workshops and training opportunities for staff with regards to introducing 

educational technologies, such as WiSeUp (the University’s Blackboard Learning 

Management System) and the use of tablets in the teaching and learning environment. 

Another notable area of strength is the competence of the ICT and Operations unit. The 

experience in that team will no doubt be a valuable resource for the development of a well-

functioning learning environment for the University’s students.   

IMPROVEMENTS UNDERTAKEN AND PROGRESS MADE 

The University has invested heavily in creating a disability-friendly environment over the 

past number of years, with Braille-fitted lifts and ramps providing access to most buildings 

and facilities. This proactive action taken by the University should be commended and 

followed by other institutions of higher education.   

During the visit to WSU, quite a number of staff members commented on the fact that 

residence facilities are not currently supporting an optimal living and learning environment 

for students. There are a variety of reasons for this shortcoming, one being the distance from 

town centres. Being far removed from CBDs, students find it difficult to move around, and, 

with a distinct shortage of recreational facilities on the various campuses, this challenge 

hampers the holistic experience of students. Many students also live in off-campus 

residences with no student life facilities. It was heartening to hear though, that the 

management of the University state that they see internet connectivity as an essential part of 

all new residences.   

The University needs to be commended for its pro-active approach to improve its libraries. 

However, it is taking time to educate students on the use of electronic resources. Because of 

WSU’s perceived image of being an affordable higher education institution, students seem 

keen to come and study there. However, due to the dire financial position of many of its 

students, the library currently struggle to cope with students’ expectations that it will provide 

them with unlimited access to text books and other discipline-based resources. Starting in 

2016, the library has embarked on a robust faculty outreach programme where promoting 

the use of electronic resources will not only be targeting students but also academics, who 

in turn will refer students to these resources as learning materials.  The cost of hard copy text 

books prohibits the library from procuring sufficient copies that will allow students to all 

have equal and timeous access to them, especially during test and exam periods. Library 

staff, on the other hand, as well as the WSU management team, seem to have bought into the 

idea of providing students with access to electronic resources and databases instead of 

procuring hard copies of titles only, even though the transformation is not currently a reality 

as yet. There is, however, a distinctly detectable move from paper-based resources to e-

resources which should be commended.  
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Three major Campus libraries have fully fledged Interactive Learning Commons for 

undergraduate and postgraduate students. These sections of the library will be used as 

training hubs and research clinics to improve student access to e-learning content, library 

electronic resources and library research management tools during an early stage of 

knowledge production (research proposal). 

The University’s library service offers a number of walk-in-walk-out (WIWO) laboratories 

that are available 24 hours per day. The Umtata campus has an internet lab and reading 

facilities with 486 seats, and Butterworth has a new library with 500 seats. It was reported 

that all the library facilities have open spaces for studying with Wi-Fi connectivity, although 

they regarded their progress as only a starting point and acknowledged that there is still much 

to be accomplished in this regard.  

WSU has a number of learning spaces available to students including the libraries, the new 

residences and a large number of traditional lecture halls, some of which remain open in 

between classes. Staff indicated that these empty lecture halls are currently used as informal 

learning spaces by students. Through an Infrastructure and Refurbishment project, the 

University intends to develop further learning spaces. These areas include buzz rooms for 

debate or project planning, and a knowledge commons with quiet learning spaces for 

postgraduate students. The library staff also mentioned their intention to move their physical 

books into a specific area and to use the remainder of the space as a learning commons. 

Furthermore the university has endorsed the adoption of the library e-strategy as means to 

invest in unlimited access to e-resources, e-journals, e-books and free online textbooks 

The institution is fortunate enough to have access to physical spaces that were donated to the 

University, however, it is short of funding to repurpose and redesign them to be functional 

within the University’s context. It seems that budgets for the development and maintenance 

of teaching and learning facilities are extremely limited. However, the University received a 

R10 million grant from DHET that was used for a variety of upgrades in the Science 

laboratories. The University also bought tablets for extended degree students; there is a plan 

to run a comparative study between the quality of the learning of those who have and do not 

have tablets.   

There is a general consensus that the University’s ICT facilities are becoming old and the 

participants in the workshop all felt they are lagging behind. The dream is that some lecture 

halls be equipped with smart boards that can be used to record lectures, and to make these 

recordings accessible 24 hours per day through an internet connection.  

New lecture halls have a standard roll out plan for educational technology, however the older 

venues are only equipped with the standard green/black/white boards. Lecturing staff who 

wants to use data projectors have to book them prior to class and collect them from specific 

people’s offices. This is due to the security risks involved in having the data projectors 

permanently installed in lecture halls. The University indicated that their main focus for now 

is catching up with the major backlog in maintenance, only after which they will be able to 

consider investing in security mechanisms for educational technology in lecture halls. The 
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importance of regular maintenance cannot be stressed enough, and as such, this singular 

focus is commended in the short term. It does however, also mean that there is currently a 

limited appetite for innovation and improvements to the teaching and learning environments 

on campus. 

Whilst it is envisaged that selected lecture halls will be fitted with Wi-Fi facilities according 

to a specific time schedule, it is not clear that the academic staff is ready to embrace the 

changes that will expected of them with regards to their own preparation, teaching styles and 

assessment practices. Whilst some academics reported using Blackboard (WiSeUp) for 

teaching and learning purposes (e.g. those partaking in CLTD’s tablet project), the 

University is not sure how widespread the use of the learning management system is. The 

CLTD is providing training and workshops on the use of the LMS, and these learning 

opportunities were highly praised by the academics that were interviewed. 

Some of the academics indicated that the small size of some of the classrooms were 

problematic, indicating that the University’s academics are still heavily reliant on lectures as 

the main teaching method. The lecturers indicated their need for facilities that could 

accommodate at least 300 students at a time.  

There seems to be no formal structures where academics can discuss their needs with the 

managers responsible for the provision of teaching infrastructure. Without a formal channel 

for communication, issues relating to teaching and learning facilities and services are 

discussed in an ad hoc manner in academic forums. It was reported in the interviews that 

there used to be an academic planning committee that dealt with these issues in the past. 

Participants highlighted the fact that there are separate meetings for facilities/admin and 

academics as a systemic problem.  

Computer laboratories that were established by means of the NUFFIC NPT Project in 2008, 

and also funded by means of the Teaching Development Grant. They, however, do not fully 

address the current institutional challenges. 

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER IMPROVEMENTS 

Whilst the WSU has made good progress over the past couple of years, as reported upon in 

the final report, there is room for improvements in a number of areas relating to enhanced 

teaching and learning environments. It is suggested that policies and long term strategic plans 

be drawn up to ensure that the University not only catch up with its educational facilities and 

connectivity, but also stay abreast of opportunities that will be available once these structures 

and facilities are in place.   

In order to do so, the University should consider setting up task teams or working groups to 

address the needs of academics and students with regards to their learning environment. 

These task teams should, preferably, be representative of all stakeholders, including 

academics, support staff, technical staff and students. The focus should be to accommodate 

the specific needs of academic staff (in terms of teaching) and students (in terms of learning). 
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Such a diverse task team would be a good place to start the consultative processes at various 

levels. 

The participants in the interviews highlighted the fact that all the campuses experience 

network problems on a regular basis, probably relating to the remoteness of their campuses. 

Whilst this is mostly out of the control of the University, the relevant department should 

consider the long-term implications if connectivity is not improved. In today’s dynamic 

teaching and learning environment, stable, reliable and fast Internet access is non-negotiable.   

In terms of the use of the University’s learning management system (WiSeUp), it is 

suggested that usage data be collected and analysed, and that plans for broader use be 

prepared with milestones and time lines for the short, medium and long term. It would also 

be good to know what academics and students are using the system for, as statistics often do 

not show the full picture. As the University embraces the new teaching methodologies, they 

may also want to use some of the more advanced WiSeUp functionalities. Data driven 

decision making would fast track progress in this regard. 

A major concern is the fact that the University is so isolated geographically that it makes 

national and international benchmarking problematic. The university is encouraged to 

identify champions to, not only set up networks and connections with other institutions, but 

also to draft funding applications to support the exchange of expertise. It is important that 

the university invests in opportunities for targeted parties to travel to sister institutions that 

are leading in this regard, as well as inviting specialists to WSU to share their expertise 

within the WSU context. For example, two other universities with remote campuses, the 

University of Venda and the University of the Free State, have developed effective, 

institution-wide approaches to ensuring widespread Wi-Fi coverage and internet 

connectivity. 

Based on the documentation received and the interviews held, it became clear that many of 

the ‘innovative’ ideas that the University is putting forward, are, whilst praise worthy in their 

intent, rather outdated. The trend in higher education nowadays is towards active learning, 

self-directed learning, project-based learning, problem-based learning and inquiry-led 

learning, to name but a few. As such, it is problematic if the University strives for new and 

larger lecture halls, which, by nature, do not support these trends, but rather underpin a 

traditional mode of one-way communication, e.g. lectures.  There may very well be a place 

and time for lectures, but the University is encouraged to use this opportunity of planning 

new infrastructure to do something different and innovative, rather than following the trends 

of the previous century. 

In today’s era of knowledge explosion, it is important that students have access to 

information when and wherever they need it. It is no longer possible for a lecturer to reduce 

the knowledge required by industry and professions into bite sized chunks that students are 

required to master and reproduce in assessments without any further processing. What is 

required, though, is a host of 21st century skills that include the ability to source and evaluate 

information and to then apply it to solve real-life authentic problems. One way to ensure that 
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the WSU students do not rely solely on their lecturers and a single prescribed text book for 

their learning process, is to create Wi-Fi hotspots in central areas on campus that supports a 

new way of teaching. This implies that students will need access to devices. Currently, 

extended degree students have tablets, but it is worth looking into how all students can have 

tablets or laptops, as is currently done at UniVen and UJ. If students have devices and Wi-

Fi access on campus and lecturers upload learning materials onto Blackboard, then students 

can download materials on campus and access them off campus. 

Also, with the nature of teaching that is changing to become more student-centered, it has 

become essential to provide internet access in existing lecture halls.  Finally, due to the low 

socio-economic environment in which WSU finds itself, it may be important for the 

University to consider ways in which access to learning materials and other discipline-

specific resources can be provided in students’ residences.  

Whilst the Turnaround Strategy of the WSU has now been incorporated in the Annual 

Performance Plan of the University, it is important that each staff member, irrespective of 

their role, be held accountable for their key performance areas that relate to the learning 

environment of the University’s students. Without measurable personal accountability, many 

of the well-intended plans for creating a productive learning environment, may not come to 

fruition.   

 

5. FOCUS AREA 4: ENHANCING COURSE AND PROGRAMME 

ENROLMENT MANAGEMENT 

(Including admissions, selection, placement, readmission refusal, pass rates in gateway 

courses, throughput rates, management information systems) 

THE INSTITUTION’S STRENGTHS 

The University established a Bureau for Institutional Research and Planning (BIRP) to 

provide management information, deal with HEMIS data and conduct institutional research. 

A Management Information System (MIS) including Integrator III has been developed. The 

Higher Education Data Analyser (HEDA) was purchased to help the University generate 

reports needed for enrolment management, as well as providing information needed for 

planning, quality processes and decision-making. 

The WSU has a number of strengths with regards to course and programme enrolment. These 

include a competent Governance and Academic Administration that have a number of 

functional, if somewhat outdated, systems in place to ensure that all the processes associated 

with applications, admission and registration runs smoothly. For example, a single 

application form makes provision for all aspects concerning admissions and includes 

residence placement, financial needs, as well as students’ first and second choice of a study 

programme.   
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The University reported a gradual improvement in terms of their outputs annually. In view 

of the merger of the three legacy institutions, it is to be commended that WSU seems to be 

close to conforming to the DHET approved Enrolment Plans.  

THE APPROACH TAKEN TO IMPROVEMENT 

The University uses the enrolment plan agreed to with the DHET as a guide for its enrolment 

management processes. In line with this plan, WSU is committed to drastically reducing 

enrolments in the fields of study where a reduction was recommended by DHET. 

Postgraduate enrolment and outputs are gradually improving on a year to year basis in the 

Faculties of Education and Health Sciences specifically. 

During the interviews, staff reported that projected targets and quotas are adhered to (taking 

actual enrolment figures into consideration), even though it is accomplished with great 

difficulty. Since 2015, there seemed to have been an increase of first time entering students 

that register in the preferred scarce skills fields of study, as indicated by DHET (engineering, 

mathematics and technology).   

In 2013, enrolment management was done centrally for the whole University.  Since 

implementing the divisional model in 2015, the University now manages its enrolment plans 

through the offices of the various Deans, for each Faculty and Campus separately. In 2013, 

the University also drafted a five-year enrolment plan that is still governing their actions in 

this regard.   

IMPROVEMENTS UNDERTAKEN AND PROGRESS MADE 

Some of the enthusiasm about BIRP that was evident in the baseline report was dampened 

when a contract employee left during 2015, leaving BIRP with only one permanent employee 

to undertake all of BIRP’s important work for the whole institution. There is, however, a 

person on each campus who liaises with BIRP on HEMIS data. Staff acknowledged that 

there are concerns about the integrity of the data that are captured in the system, and the 

University realises the importance of cleaning up the data. It is not clear whether good 

progress has been made as far as this process is concerned. The University will do well to 

consider stabilising the Bureau in terms of its human resources to ensure progress in this 

regard. 

The Academic Administration unit still seems to follow a paper-based system, but they have 

recently introduced the use of SMSes to acknowledge receipt of applications (i.e. no 

traditional paper-based letters). Most academic programmes seem to be filled on a first-

come-first-serve basis to all those who qualify. Once a programme has reached its quota, the 

rest of the applicants are placed on a waiting list. Since there is no requirement that students 

accept a place once it is offered to them, the university only knows which students will take 

up their places once they register. Many admitted students do not register, leaving the 

University dependent on walk-ins to make up their targeted enrolment numbers. 
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In order to have closer control of the numbers, the Deans take responsibility for admission 

letters. However, this does not address the issue of students not coming to register in the new 

year. As a result, Faculties accommodate late registrations in January and February, which 

in turn, creates administrative challenges early on in the academic year. Weak students are 

put further at risk through this well-intended concession, as they often miss a significant part 

of the academic year due to late registrations. In an effort to combat this problem, from 2017 

admissions letters will contain deadlines for registration. 

In some programmes, admission interviews are held, after which successful students are 

admitted provisionally. The cut-off date for registration is end of September, before which 

the registration fees are capped at R100. However, for those registering in November, the 

fee increases to R200, and to R300 in December. In theory, this seems like a good incentive 

for students to apply early, however, in reality, it does not seem to be all that effective. Many 

prospective students still seem to wait until the new year to apply, because they are awaiting 

their matric results, their NSFAS bursary acceptance or their acceptance by another 

university as WSU is not considered to be a university of first choice.  

Students also have to wait to hear if they are approved for NSFAS bursaries before 

registering for their preferred courses. The University indicated that they have a system to 

manage these delays in 2017 and seem hopeful to address this matter in a manner that is 

effective.  

Whilst the university reported that curriculum advice is available to students to choose the 

right learning programmes and combinations of modules, it is not clear how this process is 

working and whether it is efficient.  

The institution reported on a number of recruitment initiatives that have been successful. 

These included marketing and open days, a CLTD Maths and Science focus, an Adopt-a-

School initiative and other digital drives. Students who attend the University-run Winter 

School are giving application forms. The University also relies quite heavily on its graduates 

to act as marketing agents by word of mouth.  

On the basis on the interviews with staff, it is evident that the institution has great faith in 

the divisional model and the perception is that it is currently functioning well. The 

management team reported that the model assisted with planning and reporting on staff and 

student numbers. They report that in terms of size and shape,  for the first time the University 

has succeeded in getting the right shape, but it is still working on meeting the size 

requirements (according to the national guidelines). It was reported, however, that the 

University is currently very close to the projected numbers for the major fields of study, and 

staff have the impression that the new systems are working well.  

The registration process seems to be working reasonably well, despite the fact that 

applications are still paper-based and have to be captured manually by staff. In 2017, some 

of the Faculties will introduce a process of registering students online, and the aim is for the 

registration system to be fully online in 2018. One of the issues that hampers the 
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implementation is the lack of sufficient computer facilities, and reliable and fast Internet 

connectivity (c.f. focus area 3). The interviewees reported that ITS is going to be used for 

online registration, but that academic programme structures and rules still have to be entered 

on the system.   

The online registration project is on track.  A pilot was done during the 2017 January/ 

February registration with all the First Time Entering New Students and all the students in 

the Department of Medicine.  The plan is to complete the promotion rules and load them on 

ITS as this is a prerequisite for online registration for the returning students.  By January 

2018, the plan is to have all students registered online.  This task is already underway. 

As an early warning system, marks are captured in the various faculties, with monitoring by 

CLTD. The university regards the first test results as an indication of a student’s potential to 

succeed, and as such, they take active precautions by March to support students at risk of 

failing the module. Despite the tracking system that is meant to go on throughout the year, it 

seems as if the system is not yet fully implemented in all Faculties. Departments currently 

have the responsibility to warn at risk students. It is not clear how efficient the current system 

is.   

Academic results are scrutinised each semester by Departmental Boards, Faculty Boards and 

Campus Senate. For gateway courses, Senate is notified of the pass rate. When Senate flags 

underperformance, Deans are required to follow up with improvement plans. 

Students are mostly excluded based on their lack of academic performance and not due to 

financial problems, as most WSU students are funded by NSFAS and other funders. Students 

are now made aware of Rule G7 (Exclusion) during the orientation programme. In the past, 

the rule was not applied uniformly across faculties and campuses, but this has been 

addressed. In addition, the Registrar facilitated the adoption of a standardised framework for 

appeals processes. 

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER IMPROVEMENTS 

One of the issues that the University grapples with is the fact that local students with good 

marks tend to choose to go to other institutions. This problem could be turned into a positive, 

should the WSU embrace the challenge and become known as an institution that caters for 

those students who may otherwise not have had access to quality higher education. Currently, 

the majority of wsu students are funded through nsfas bursaries and with some innovative 

thinking and discipline, the university can play an important role in this regard in the SA 

higher education landscape.  For example, it could strive to become known for affordable, 

locally relevant, high quality learning programmes. 

The practice of issuing provisional acceptances (or firm offers in the case of students who 

also passed matric) on a first-come-first-served basis prior to the release of the NSC results 

may not be the best in the light of the limited resources available in the University.  The 

WSU may want to reconsider their selection practices as the first student who applies may 
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not necessarily be the one with the highest potential to succeed. In addition, the University 

is encouraged to take steps to reduce the number of walk-ins and students who register late. 

Instead of only making provisional offers to the number of students on the enrolment plan, 

the University might consider following the practice at many universities of making offers 

to more students than it can accept. To do this, historical data needs to be carefully analysed 

in order to model the realisation rate relative to the number of places offered, and use that as 

a guide to how many extra provisional offers the University can make. The University should 

also consider giving student a deadline by which they must accept the offer, failing which 

the offer goes to another student. At UJ, for example, students have three days in which to 

accept an offer. The reasons for so many students who are offered places not registering to 

undertake their studies at WSU should be investigated, and the decisions made to combat 

this challenge should be based on accurate data.  

Data-driven decision making processes in the University are to be encouraged and supported 

financially. At the moment, BIRP is chronically understaffed; the university is urged to 

create more permanent positions for this unit. In addition, a possible way of increasing 

institutional capacity for using data as the basis for decision-making is to encourage the 

academic management, and possibly even academic staff themselves, to master the use of 

systems such as HEDA so that they are able to view and draw their own reports. With a little 

bit of training, both in terms of using the system, but also in using data for decision-making, 

Deans and HODs should be able to improve the management of, and planning mechanisms 

in, their Faculties greatly. 

Finally, the University should aim to streamline its admission processes by making use of 

the benefits of technology. Many steps in the admission process can be automated if done 

electronically, and such a transformation would not only have financial benefits for the 

University, but could also improve accuracy and ultimately a positive student experience.  

 

6. SUMMARY 

WSU has an important role to play in the SA higher education landscape. Given its location, 

it has, quite rightly, identified itself as a Developmental University. The University takes its 

role in this rural community seriously and has taken important steps in addressing the needs 

of the community.  

WSU is a new institution, although the component legacy institutions had existed for many 

years. Unfortunately, the process of forming a single university, with a common identity and 

harmonised systems and processes, was not done at the time of the merger in 2004, which 

severely compromised the sustainability of the institution and led to the appointment of an 

administrator for two and a half years. During the period under administration (late 2011 to 

early 2014), eight Turnaround projects were created. Remaining aspects of these projects 

have been incorporated into the University’s Annual Performance Plan, which, together with 

the appointment of a Vice-Chancellor in April 2016, is resulting in greater stability in the 

institution. Staff interviewed explicitly expressed their gratitude that a Vice-Chancellor has 
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been appointed, after two years under interim management, and stated that the appointment 

has helped tremendously on many accounts.  

Taking the institution’s recent past into consideration, the University is commended on 

progress made and improvements established. The University is aware of and understands 

the challenges it is facing, but maintains a positive attitude in its endeavour to balance its 

role as a comprehensive university with a realistic vision of its purpose. Although an 

enormous amount of work still needs to be done under very challenging circumstances, 

including the rural locations of three of its four campuses and severe financial constraints, 

the University is making progress in all of the QEP focus areas. 

Specific comments related to each of the focus areas are given below. 

Focus area 1: Enhancing academics as teachers 

The University has taken important strides towards a positive future, for example, in the 

establishment of Faculty Committees for Learning and Teaching. The Centre for Teaching 

and Learning Development, under the leadership of a capable and committed Director, 

provides the focal point for initiatives to improve teaching and learning in the University, 

including through professional development. CTLD staff are located on each campus. It is 

furthermore, heartening to hear how appreciative staff are of the role that the CLTD plays. 

The University is, however, cautioned to avoid a situation where academic staff becomes so 

reliant on the CLTD that they do not take responsibility for innovating their own practices. 

The CLTD is also cautioned not to undertake projects or responsibilities on behalf of the 

academics, but to rather work to build the necessary capacity in the academics themselves. 

Nonetheless, the CLTD needs more permanent positions. 

In order to build upon the foundations laid by the Administrator and the interim management 

team of the University, the panel urges to University to finalise the organisational structure 

and complete the “match and place” activity, in which staff from all four campuses are 

deployed where they are needed, as soon as possible. Job security and staff satisfaction are 

going to play a significant role during the next phase of this institutions’ transformation. The 

concern is that the incomplete match-and-place HR exercise is also hampering progress due 

to a lack of decision-making power in various key positions of the University. Once all the 

key positions have been filled permanently, managers will need to be empowered and 

supported in leading their teams to greater success. In addition, no new permanent posts can 

be advertised until the process is completed, resulting in people being appointed on contract 

in key areas, such as the CLTD and BIRP, and then leaving. 

As part of ensuring quality teaching, it would be useful to consider making teaching 

induction of new academic staff compulsory, and to revisit the format of such induction 

programmes. Research has shown that one or two day workshops are less effective than 

programmes that are spread over a longer period of time, with regular contact sessions 

throughout the year. The University may also consider designing the induction programme 
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so that academics can earn credits toward a PGDip. UKZN provides an example of how this 

can be done.  

The University is encouraged to consider ways to recognise and reward high quality 

teaching. The reintroduction of the Vice-Chancellors Award for Teaching, would be a good 

start, and/or Faculty level teaching awards. Faculty Teaching and Learning Committees 

could play a role in selecting award winners. The panel recommends that the University 

benchmark its promotions criteria against other universities, particularly those that have 

taken a lead in incorporating teaching and teaching-related research explicitly into the 

criteria, such as UKZN, Rhodes and UJ. This would also provide an incentive for academic 

staff to become involved in the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning, which can make a 

contribution to improved teaching and learning. 

For young academics, the panel recommends that the workload model ensures that they are 

not overloaded at the start of their academic careers, especially with large, first-year classes, 

and they are allocated a senior academic as a mentor. 

The panel encourages the University to institute a performance appraisal system for 

academics with a developmental focus, for the benefit of academics, students and the 

institution. 

Hearing and heeding the student voice is important. For this reason, the University is 

encouraged to continue with its efforts to solicit student feedback of courses and lecturers, 

and to develop mechanisms where that feedback is acted upon to improve teaching and 

learning and also to feed information back to students on how their input has led to 

improvements (even if it is in the following year). 

Focus Area 2: Enhancing student support and development 

Whilst the University has a number of student support activities, the panel encourages it to 

develop an overarching framework to ensure coherence and synergy among these activities. 

This framework should, among other things, make clear who is responsible for what. In 

addition, the panel encourages the University to set up processes to monitor and evaluate its 

interventions in order to provide guidance on how best to allocate scarce resources, as well 

as what modifications may be needed. 

The Peer Assisted Learning Programme is a good initiative, and seems to be running well. It 

was not clear, however, who attends the sessions, whether they are compulsory, and what 

the data show about its effectiveness. In addition, while tutor and mentor programmes were 

mentioned, not enough information was provided for the panel to understand what is 

involved. If not already in place, the panel encourages the University to ensure that all first 

year students are allocated to a mentor (we did learn that Health Sciences does this), and that 

compulsory tutorials are offered, especially in STEM subjects. 
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The provision of Reading and Writing Centres on each campus is commendable. The 

University is encouraged to promote links between these centres and academic programmes, 

so that reading and writing are embedded in disciplines. This would help address the problem 

that the panel heard about, that while Senate approved that academic literacy should be 

offered to all students, there was no funding to do so.  

The University is to be commended on the fact that academic performance has been 

introduced as one of the criteria for the selection of student leadership. It would be wise to 

invest heavily in the development of a strong student leadership body. The University is also 

encouraged to include student representatives in those committees and forums that focus on 

teaching and learning. 

The mechanisms that the University has in place to monitor at-risk students serve as a good 

starting point, with the acquisition of the HEDA system. It would be useful to put 

mechanisms in place to sustain these activities throughout the duration of a student’s time at 

WSU. One effective model is to appoint Faculty Advisors, as is done at the University of 

Pretoria, or faculty-based Student Success Coordinators, as is done at Wits. These advisors 

serve as the first port of call for students in need of any kind of support, and lecturers who 

want someone to refer struggling students to. The advisors are able to do some study and life 

skills training, and also know where to refer students if they need other kinds of support, e.g. 

counselling, health care or financial support. In addition, they pro-actively monitor student 

performance in order to identify and call in students who may be at risk. 

Most of the academic support initiatives seem to focus on first year students. The University 

should consider broadening academic support interventions so as to also include students at 

risk in the senior years of their studies, to involve academic staff and to integrate academic 

support with teaching in the classroom. Given the many extended degree programmes 

offered at WSU, which, by all accounts, are successful, it would be worth providing a 

platform for the sharing of good practices among these staff and staff who teach mainstream 

courses. 

Focus Area 3: Enhancing the learning environment 

The University has taken important steps in improving teaching and learning facilities over 

the past few years. Furthermore, the vision to modernise student accommodation, repurpose 

sections of the libraries as learning centres and invest in building state-of-the-art laboratories 

and other learning facilities should be lauded. However, there is a major backlog in terms of 

infrastructure maintenance. If it does not already do so, the University would do well to ring-

fence funding and other resources specifically for this purpose, to avoid major cost 

implications in future.  

One of the aspects of concern to the panel is the fact that there seems to be very little 

international and national benchmarking with regards to planning of teaching and learning 

facilities and services, possibly due to the geographic isolation of the University’s campuses. 

For example, while there was discussion about the need for more large lecture theatres, 
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international trends in teaching and learning favour multi-purpose spaces that encourage 

active student engagement. On the other hand, there is an emphasis on combining living and 

learning spaces, in residences, for example, which is in line with modern trends. Stellenbosch 

University has some very interesting examples of how this can be done, involving both 

residence and day students. With new building being planned, the University has an 

opportunity to be innovative and to align its physical spaces with its teaching and learning 

philosophy. 

The Library leadership is clearly inspired and innovative, and provides an important resource 

for the institution. A number of improvements to the Library were evident.  

The University is obviously aware of the benefits that can be gained from supporting 

processes with modern technologies, as is evidenced in the Library’s focus on developing its 

electronic databases and the administration unit’s commitment to introduce online 

registrations in 2017. It would be useful for key staff members to visit other progressive 

universities with the aim to learn from the many good practices that are in place elsewhere.  

While no figures were given, the panel got the impression that the use of the Learning 

Management System, WiSeUp, is very limited. To benefit from the affordances of blended 

learning, staff and students need devices and internet access, and staff need training in how 

to incorporate technology into meaningful learning experiences. The University is in the 

process of expanding Wi-Fi provision, although the panel was not clear on whether there is 

a comprehensive roll-out plan. In this regard, the University of the Free State is worth 

looking at, as their approach to providing ubiquitous Wi-Fi is impressive. As for devices, the 

University is encouraged to look at how UniVen, which shares contextual features with WSU 

as a rural institution, has made a commitment to becoming a “smart campus”, including 

providing tablets to all of its students. 

Focus area 4: Enhancing course and programme enrolment management 

The University has made a number of improvements in managing its enrolments so as to 

meet its DHET-negotiated targets.  

In terms of enrolment-related processes, there is room to modernise application, admission 

and registration processes, particularly using online processes. This is slowly being 

introduced and will be piloted in the coming years.  

BIRP is a critical unit in the organisation in ensuring that correct institutional data are 

generated and used for decision-making. The chronic understaffing in this unit is a threat to 

the University, and the panel urges the University to create and fill more posts in this unit. 

According to the interviews, the University is not seen by potential students as a university 

of first choice. This affects, among other things, the realisation rate (percentage of students 

offered places who actually register). From a technical point of view, this can be addressed 

partially by making more offers than places, using historical data to determine by what 
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factor. (This practice is used in most institutions). Another solution currently being explored 

in the sector is the possibility of starting the academic year a little later (and compressing 

other holiday periods), to allow more time for students to get their matric results, secure 

funding and decide on whether WSU is the University they want to attend. A later start would 

also allow the opportunity for the University to offer selected courses that many students fail 

in a condensed summer school. This would also help alleviate the problem of course numbers 

being swelled by repeating students. 

On another level, the University is encouraged to take steps to improve the perception of the 

University in the eyes of its potential students by highlighting, for example, its affordability 

and local relevance. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the panel would like to express its gratitude to all the members of staff who 

worked together to not only prepare the QEP documentation, but to also ensure that the visit 

to the institution was fruitful and productive. We wish you well in all your endeavours and 

look forward to see the institution prosper and flourish in years to come. 
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APPENDIX: Programme 

 

AGENDA 

WSU AND CHE MEETINGS ON PHASE 1 SUBMISSION OF THE QUALITY ENHANCEMENT PROJECT 

TO BE HELD AT WSU’S MTHATHA CAMPUS COUNCIL CHAMBERS AT 08H00 – 16H00 ON TUESDAY, 16 
AUGUST 2016 
Time 
 

Item Leader & Team Members 

08h00 - 09h00 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

CHE delegation meets WSU's Institutional 
Management Committee (IMC) 
 

Prof D Grayson, Prof Hester Geyser & Prof Linda van Ryneveld from the CHE 
 
WSU IMC members:- 
Prof R Midgley - Vice Chancellor & Principal (EX OFFICIO) 
Prof A Coetzer – Acting Director: Institutional Research & Planning (IRP) 
Prof M Jadezweni – Rector: Mthatha Campus 
Prof C Anyangwe – Rector: Butterworth Campus 
Prof M Speckman – Rector: Queenstown Campus 
Dr P Jaca – Rector: Buffalo City Campus 
Mr K Maphinda – Registrar 
Ms Y Tukwayo – Executive Director:  Marketing, Communication & Advancement 
Mr P Mfazwe – Advisor to the Vice Chancellor 
Mr A de Wet – Chief Financial Officer (CFO) 
Mr G Labuschagne – Acting Executive Director: Operations & ICT Services  
Mr S Mnyaiza – Acting Executive Director: Human Resources (ED: HR) 
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Ms Z Dotwana – Executive Director: Student Development & Support Services (ED: 
SDSS) 
Mr X Ndlwana – Committee Services: Mthatha Campus 
 

09h05 - 10h25 Focus Area 1: 
Conversation 
 

Mr V Dwayi – Director: Learning & Teaching Development 
AND 
Mr A Bangani – Quality Assurance Officer (Buffalo City Campus) 
Ms T Booi – NEHAWU Representative (Buffalo City Campus) 
Prof P Makiwane – Dean: Faculty of Humanities, Social Sciences and Law (Mthatha 
Campus) 
Prof B Nakani – NTEU Representative (Mthatha Campus) 
Mr T Landu – SRC President (Buffalo City Campus) 
Mr A Mkoko – Acting Dean:  Faculty of Engineering & Technology (Butterworth 
Campus) 
Mr C Novukela – Dean:  Faculty of Business Sciences (Buffalo City Campus) 
Dr D Gumbi – Dean:  Faculty of Education, Finance and Management (Queenstown 
Campus) 
 

10h25 - 10h40 Tea / Coffee Break 
 

10h45 - 12h05 Focus Area 2: 
Conversation 
 

Mrs Z Dotwana – Executive Director: SDSS 
AND 
Mr V Sonqishe – NEHAWU Representative (Butterworth Campus) 
Mr L Tenge – SRC President (Butterworth Campus) 
Dr S Rajkaran – Dean:  Faculty of Commerce and Administration (Mthatha Campus) 
Dr M Molepo – Dean:  Faculty of Educational Sciences (Mthatha Campus) 
Dr W Chitha – Dean: Faculty of Health Sciences (Mthatha Campus) 
Ms B Nguza-Mduba – Dean:  Faculty of Management Sciences (Butterworth 
Campus) 
Ms N Nohako-Mtiki – Acting Director: SDSS  
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Mr A Bangani – Quality Assurance Officer (Buffalo City Campus) 

 

 
12h10 - 13h30 

 
Focus Area 3: 
Conversation 
 

 
Mr G Labuschagne – Acting Executive Director: Operations & ICT Services 
Mr S Mnyaiza – Acting Executive Director: Human Resources 
AND 
Ms W Danster – Director: Library & Information Services 
Mr D Barnard – Director: Facilities 
Mr M Mcitwa – SRC President (Mthatha Campus) 
Dr M Siswana – Dean:  Faculty of Science, Engineering & Technology (Buffalo City 
Campus) 
Dr A Dandala – Director:  Quality Assurance 
 

13h30 - 14h00 Lunch Break 
 

14h05 - 15h25 Focus Area 4: 
Conversation 
 

Dr N Mabovula – Acting Director: IRP 
Prof A Coetzer – Acting Director: IRP 
AND 
Mr C Nyangeni – Acting Director: Governance & Academic Administration (GAA) 
Mr M Yamaphi – NEHAWU Representative (Mthatha Campus) 
Mr B Noah – SRC President (Queenstown Campus) 
Prof D Jumbam – Dean:  Faculty of Natural Sciences (Mthatha Campus) 
Prof R Sonn – Dean: Faculty of Education (Butterworth Campus) 
Dr A Dandala – Director:  Quality Assurance 
 

15h30 - 16h00 Report Back and Closure 
 

Prof D Grayson, Prof H Geyser and Prof L van Ryneveld 
All Delegates/IMC 

16h00 - 16h30 CHE delegates on way to Mthatha Airport  

 

 


