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The approach for Phase 2 of the QEP has been modified and shortened. There are two main 

reasons for this. First, the implementation of Phase 2 was delayed by a year, largely as a 

result of student protests and institutions’ need to respond meaningfully and appropriately to 

them. Second, as a result of an identified need for the CHE to play a more active role in 

ensuring institutional quality, the start of the third cycle of quality assurance has been brought 

forward by a year to 2018.  

Unlike in Phase 1 of the QEP, when institutions produced two reports, one providing baseline 

information on existing initiatives and the second demonstrating improvements made, for 

Phase 2 there will be only one submission. Producing two submissions enabled institutions to 

reflect on their own journey to improvement. Such reflection is more difficult to achieve in a 

single submission, but given institutions’ experience in Phase 1, it is hoped that institutions, 

nevertheless, will find it both possible and worthwhile to do so. The submission for Phase 2 

therefore needs to show the path that each institution is on to address important matters 

related to curriculum – where it has come from, where it is, where it is headed, what the 

obstacles and enablers, the disappointments and the wins have been on the journey. As in 

Phase 1, the purpose of the report is twofold: 

1. To provide a structured and time-bound opportunity for institutions to reflect on and 

document their own choices and experiences related to the focus area. 

2. To provide information to the sector that can be used as the basis for shared learning 

and system-wide enhancement. 

Institutions are requested to be frank and clear in their responses.  Otherwise it will be 

difficult for the higher education sector to engage meaningfully with enablers of, and 

obstacles to, student success. While there are indisputable differences in institutional 

contexts, most challenges are common to several, if not many, institutions.  Clear and honest 

statements of the challenges will facilitate the development of strategies to address them.  On 

the other hand, successful approaches developed in one institutional context may be able to 

be adapted to help students in another context. 

Where possible, please frame your responses in terms of curriculum structure, 

curriculum content and curriculum implementation. 
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1. Curriculum renewal and transformation 

(Suggested length: 5-10 pages) 

Includes advancing the purposes of higher education spelt out in policy documents, 

addressing transformation imperatives, ensuring local relevance and global awareness 

and developing graduates with attributes that are personally, professionally and socially 

valuable. 

 

1.1 At the institutional level: 

a) What is the institution’s approach to addressing curriculum renewal and 

transformation?  

Rhodes University offers a general formative degree in the Humanities and Social 

Sciences, the Sciences and Commerce.  We also offer the BJourn and LLB degrees but, 

with the exception of a few students enrolled for a four year LLB, these first require 

engagement more generally with a curriculum in the Humanities.  The BPharm and BEd 

programmes are both vocational.  

 

We hold firmly to the value of a general formative degree regardless of calls for 

vocationalism and are mindful of current academic critiques of the ‘knowledge poverty’ of 

many vocational programmes made by the likes of Wheelahan (2010), and Allais (2014). 

These critiques focus on the idea that vocational programmes are ‘contextually coherent’ in 

the sense that they incorporate the knowledge only sufficient for a specific context rather 

than ‘conceptually coherent’ in that they address the entire knowledge structure (see, for 

example, Muller, 2008, 2009; Shay & Steyn, 2005). In order to allow students to move 

beyond the contexts in which they were trained, the argument is that they need to be 

provided with access to the ‘powerful knowledge’ of the entire knowledge structure. This 

is particularly the case in the sciences for reasons explicated by the likes of Bernstein 

(1999) and Maton (2012).  

 

The recent reaccreditation process for the LLB curriculum which has resulted in an attempt 

to impose the four year LLB programme on all universities (Rhodes University included) is 

an instance where critiques of the knowledge poverty of vocational degrees has not been 

heeded.  

 

In conclusion, therefore, we believe that the general formative degree offered by Rhodes 

University provides students with access to the powerful knowledge that will serve 

students well regardless of the changing nature of employment in the years to come.  

 

In spite of of our adherence to the general formative degree in the context of policy 

discourses promoting vocationalism, we do take curriculum review seriously.  

 

Rhodes University has a Policy on Curriculum Development and Review.  This policy 

states: 

 

    The regular review of curricula should be standard practice in every 

department. Given the rapid pace of change, it is suggested that curricula should be 
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reviewed every three years and that at six year intervals a more comprehensive 

overhaul be undertaken.   

In practice, there is evidence that most departments review their curricula on an annual 

basis. Departmental workshops reviewing the curriculum are commonly held at the end of 

each academic year. A campus wide curriculum review process is currently underway and 

will be reported upon in c) below. 

 

The Centre for Higher Education Research, Teaching & Learning (CHERTL) offers 

support to individuals and departments working with curriculum issues.  The curriculum is 

a topic that forms part of the induction to teaching and assessment programme for new 

academics and is also a module in our Postgraduate Diploma in Higher Education.   

  

b) What initiatives have you undertaken in the past few years to address 

curriculum renewal and transformation that have been successful and how do 

you know? What thinking/theorisation about the value, purposes, and 

assumptions about knowledge and higher education have informed the 

process? 

In the past few years, staff at the Centre for Higher Education Research, Teaching & 

Learning (CHERTL) have done a great deal of thinking about knowledge and the 

curriculum thanks to the interest in Maton’s (2012) Legitimation Code Theory (LCT) that 

has driven large NRF funded projects in the Centre’s doctoral studies programme.   

Maton’s work provides a toolbox for analysing the curriculum in order to answer questions 

about what gets legitimated.  In CHERTL, therefore, the curriculum has long been 

understood as a site of cultural and social politics about what gets taught and to whom and, 

thus, who gets access to knowledge and knowing in the university.  

While LCT has driven work in CHERTL, an interest in decoloniality has driven work in 

other sectors of the University and particularly in the Faculty of Humanities.  

Since 2006, thanks to the leadership of the last two Vice Chancellors, the dominant 

construction of the university as provider of knowledge workers for the global economy 

has been questioned publicly.  Both Dr Saleem Badat, Vice Chancellor from 2006 until 

2014, and Dr Sizwe Mabizela, Vice Chancellor since 2015, have emphasised the role of the 

university as a public good and, particularly, its responsibility for the creation of a critical 

citizenry. Dr Badat was keen to institute a common course which would alert students to 

such understandings. This was eventually achieved in the form of a course developed by 

the Allan Grey Centre for Leadership Ethics (AGCLE) under the leadership of Professor 

Pedro Tabensky.   

The course, which is named liNtetho zoBomi uses an innovative approach to curriculum 

delivery involving the use of student leaders who run learning groups.  Students are 

exposed to a wide variety of text types, including documentary films and not only 

academic articles and books, to stimulate their thinking. Community Engagement is built in 

to the course and students are exposed to the realities of life for the majority of South 

Africans in the course of their studies.  Assessment is by means of a reflective portfolio. 
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The liNtetho zoBomi course is not compulsory but demand for it is so high we have had to 

cap numbers.  Even with this capping, it is possible for all students to complete the course 

in a three year formative degree programme at the University.  

Following calls for the decolonisation of the curriculum in 2015, CHERTL began a series 

entitled ‘Curriculum Conversations’ in which members of staff who had been involved in 

curriculum innovations were invited to share what they had done with others at a session 

scheduled for 17h00 every fortnight.  The question asked in each session was ‘Can this 

count as decolonisation?’  The Curriculum Conversations series was very well received.  

The series was suspended at the end of 2016 but will likely be revived as a means of 

sharing insights from the curriculum review noted earlier in this submission.  

Some of the contributors to the Curriculum Conversations series have now contributed case 

studies to a booklet published by the CHERTL which will be referred to later in this 

document.  

c) In response to the student protests in 2015 and 2016, what further changes 

have been made related to curriculum renewal and transformation? Why were 

they made and how? Who participated in deciding to make and then making 

the changes? How are the changes being received by various stakeholders? 

What effects are the changes having and how do you know? 

In 2016, student protests calling for the ‘decolonisation of the curriculum’ led to the 

development of a proposal for a campus wide curriculum review.  This proposal served 

before the last Senate meeting of 2016 and was approved. 

 

The proposal begins by defining the curriculum as ‘a structure which distributes access to 

knowledge and knowing.’  The proposal goes on to argue that this process of distributing 

access is achieved ‘by legitimising inter alia: 

 

 What gets taught through the selection of content and through the pedagogical 

approach; 

 Who learns through the teaching approaches it uses; 

 Who succeeds through the assessment approaches it employs; 

 Who teaches in the sense that curriculum content privileges some ‘voices’ over 

others; 

 Which parts of the world are privileged not only by the knowledge it draws on but 

also the examples it uses and the learning materials (textbooks etc) it selects; 

 How teaching takes place through the use of lectures/tutorials/online 

learning/service learning and so on; 

 The purposes or goals of education through the choices made in respect of content, 

pedagogy, outcomes and so on; 

 The options available to teachers and learners in respect of pathways through the 

curriculum, the rate at which teaching and learning proceed, the timing of 

assessment etc.’ 

 

The methodology proposed for the review works from empirical data in the form of 

students’ feedback on courses and performance data.  The aim of the review is then to try 

to account for empirical data by inferring the reasons for them. This process involves 

questioning the ‘common sense’ behind the most obvious explanations in order to try to 
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probe deeply and identify other reasons.  Once these have been posited, the review process 

moves to the identification of changes which could impact on negative experiences and 

performance through changes to the curriculum.  

 

The proposal for the review recommended that departments should start by identifying one 

course, possibly a course which had been identified as having higher than usual failure 

rates, and examining this using the methodology for the review. The services of a 

statistician were offered to support analyses of student performance.  

 

This process started in 2017 and a call has just been made for progress reports.  It appears 

that, in some quarters, the review process has been met with enthusiastic engagement.  All 

the departments in the Faculty of Commerce, for example, have completed the analysis of 

the empirical data.  The Faculty of Law has also completed its analysis.  In other faculties, 

progress is less even.  

 

Staff from the Centre for Higher Education Research, Teaching & Learning (CHERTL) are 

now engaging with departments in order to support the analysis of reasons for what is 

observed in relation to student performance and what is reported by students in their 

feedback on course design.   Initial experiences suggest that many departments have indeed 

been attracted by ‘common sense’ explanations such as students’ status as speakers of 

English as an additional language.  There is a wealth of South African research (see, for 

example, Boughey, 2002, 2005; McKenna, 2004, 2005) challenging this sort of 

understanding and which also demonstrates just how complex the issue of language really 

is.  These research based understandings will be fed into the review process in order to 

challenge dominant thinking and to see if departments can identify ways they could 

address students’ language related experiences in the curriculum. 

 

In many respects, this process will feed into other initiatives in the area of student support 

and development. For example, for some years now the University has run a ‘Writing 

Intensive Course Project’, funded by the Teaching Development Grant and, now, the 

University Capacity Development Grant, that aims to infuse support for writing and 

language into the mainstream curriculum by building ‘ladders’ of courses encompassing 

such support in faculties.  Conversations around dominant conceptions of language and its 

role in learning could thus lead departments to draw on the Writing Intensive Course 

project more widely.  

 

As staff members from the CHERTL engage with departments about their analyses of 

empirical data, the aim will be to promote shared understandings across faculties and 

across the University. This will be organised by the Centre who have experience of running 

seminars and other events on campus.  

 

The aim of the curriculum review is thus twofold. At one level, it is anticipated that it will 

result in changes to the curricula of courses.  At another, it is expected to contribute to 

deepened understandings of issues related to teaching and learning which will serve 

departments well as they move on to reviewing other courses.  

 

Reports on progress made in respect of reviewing courses are prepared by Deans and will 

serve before the Senate Committee on Teaching and Learning.  They will thus make their 

way back to the Senate which approved the review.  
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d) What plans are in place for further efforts related to curriculum renewal and 

transformation in the next year or two?  

As indicated in c) above, we will continue with the curriculum review process. As we 

make changes to specific curricula, the emphasis will be on sharing insights and 

understandings.  The curriculum review process began by asking departments to review 

one course in 2017. Indications are that departments who have engaged with this process 

will proceed to work with other courses given the insights they have derived thus far.  

Although the curriculum review is a specific process mandated by Senate, our 

understanding is that it will be ongoing and long-lasting.  

 

e) What unresolved challenges does the institution need to grapple with related to 

curriculum renewal and transformation? 

One of our biggest challenges relates to the inclusion of African content and thought.  Yet 

another challenge relates to pedagogy.  Pedagogy is part of the curriculum as the 

curriculum encompasses not only what is taught but also how teaching takes place. Rhodes 

University has a long history of working with the development of academic staff as 

educators and we have made enormous strides in this respect. However, the dominant 

approach to teaching relies on the lecture and in-depth engagement with written texts.  

Both the lecture and the academic literacies needed to engage with written texts are 

‘imports’ and do not take into account the literacies the majority of current South African 

students share.  This approach to understanding teaching and learning draws on models of 

literacy (Street, 1984, 1993; Gee, 2008) that are not widely understood.  Change to 

pedagogy drawing on such ‘critical’ (where critical involves a concern for social justice) 

understandings are not easy to effect. Interestingly, the Iintetho zoBomi course, noted in b) 

above, draws on the kinds of understandings noted here and has great success in providing 

students with the epistemological access needed to engage with complex issues related to 

their own identity and citizenship as South Africans.  

1.2 In about half a page each, describe 2 to 4 exemplars of successful curriculum renewal 

and transformation initiatives. 

The following link: 

http://www.ru.ac.za/media/rhodesuniversity/content/chertl/documents/Curriculum%20in%

20the%20Context%20of%20Transformation%20Final.pdf 

is to a resource containing twenty case studies of successful curriculum renewal and 

transformation initiatives at Rhodes University. The case studies range across all 

disciplines and faculties.  

 

http://www.ru.ac.za/media/rhodesuniversity/content/chertl/documents/Curriculum%20in%20the%20Context%20of%20Transformation%20Final.pdf
http://www.ru.ac.za/media/rhodesuniversity/content/chertl/documents/Curriculum%20in%20the%20Context%20of%20Transformation%20Final.pdf
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2. Diversity and inclusivity 

(Suggested length: 5-10 pages) 

Includes catering for students with diverse academic needs and abilities and life 

circumstances, ensuring inclusivity of all students regardless of demographic 

characteristics, countering bias towards, and alienation of, sections of the student 

population. 

NOTE: This question relates to the formal curriculum (structure, content and 

implementation), not to activities that would typically be classified as student support and 

that take place outside of the formal curriculum. 

2.1 In the past few years, what reform of the curriculum has your institution 

undertaken to cater for students with diverse academic needs, abilities, 

preferences and life circumstances? Which approaches have been successful 

and unsuccessful and what evidence is there for this? What role has the 

student voice played in developing, modifying or abandoning particular 

approaches?  

Rhodes University has been the recipient of a Teaching Development Grant (TDG) from 

the DoHET since 2012 following changes to the Policy governing the grant which meant 

that all universities, regardless of performance, benefited from this form of earmarked 

funding. From the outset, TDG funding has been used to effect change at the level of the 

curriculum. This means that no money has been spent on ‘ad hoc’ student support 

initiatives outside mainstream teaching.   

Two projects funded by the TDG address the question about the way the University has 

responded to ‘students with diverse academic needs, abilities, preferences and life 

circumstances’: 

i) Augmenting courses.  Augmenting courses have long featured in the curriculum 

structure of Extended Programmes with an integrated foundation phase funded by the 

DHET’s Foundation Programme Grant.  Augmenting courses provide curriculated support, 

in addition to that offered in a regular course, intended to support and develop students’ 

engagement with  the learning required of them. Typically, this augmentation is offered by 

AD specialists although, in the case of Rhodes University, these specialists are also adepts 

in the discipline and attend all mainstream classes with students.   

The availability of TDG funding allowed the University to develop further augmenting 

courses outside Extended Programmes.  So called ‘killer’ courses (i.e. courses identified 

with lower than usual success rates’) were identified for augmentation. Specialist staff 

were then employed using the TDG to provide the augmenting portion of the course. 

Students are assigned to an augmenting course by the Dean and attendance at all sessions is 

a DP requirement.  

Our data shows that augmenting courses have impacted very positively on the success rates 

of the courses.  We are now hopeful that a proposed change in the Foundation Programme 

Grant will allow us to use augmenting courses more widely as part of a ‘flexible 

curriculum’ strategy which will see Deans tailor making a curriculum for students upon 

registration.  A curriculum will include regular and other forms of courses (augmenting, 
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extended and, possibly, fully foundational courses) and will allow the diverse range of 

student needs to be addressed without locking them into an Extended Programme.  

We have student feedback data on augmenting courses. This has been used to enrich the 

augmentation offered over time. We are also aware of the enormous reluctance on the part 

of students to be placed on a four year Extended Programme even though the majority do 

spend more than the regulation time completing a degree. The use of the ‘flexible 

curriculum’ approach outlined above allows us to work with students’ resistance as they 

are not locked into a four year route. It is perfectly possible for a student to have a slow 

start on a curriculum comprising augmenting and extended courses and then to accelerate 

in order to complete in regulation time.  

The flexible curriculum forms part of our strategic planning at Rhodes University.  

ii)  At Rhodes University, we have long drawn on what is known as the ‘ideological model 

of literacy’ (Street, 1984, 1995) to support students’ language related experiences.  This 

model argues that reading and writing are more than a set of technical ‘skills’ centred on 

the encoding and decoding of printed text since both activities also embody a socially 

derived disposition to read and write certain kinds of texts in certain ways privileged by 

powerful social groups.  The term ‘academic literacy’ is derived from the understandings 

embodied in the ‘ideological model’ although it is often misused in the South African 

context.  

As a result of these understandings, our approach to language and literacy development has 

been to embed all activities in mainstream teaching. This means that no ‘stand-alone’ 

courses intended to teach language and language related ‘skills’ are offered.  

Since 2013, and thanks to TDG funding, we have been running a ‘Writing Intensive Course 

Project’. This project, which is led by an expert in literacy who draws on the ‘ideological 

model’, aims to build ‘ladders’ of courses, in which support for language and literacy is 

embedded, in faculties. The TDG allows for the employment of additional support for 

those lecturers who are willing to develop their courses as ‘writing intensive’. In practice, 

the project focuses on much more than support and development for writing as reading is 

also encompassed along with the use of multilingualism in teaching and learning.  

Our data shows that, with very limited resources, we are able to provide much larger 

numbers of students with support for literacy and language than would be possible in any 

stand-alone course even if we believed that stand-alone courses could be defended 

theoretically and with empirical evidence. This approach does, however, require expert 

leadership and the willingness of mainstream academics to take the diverse range of 

students’ learning needs seriously as it is clearly much easier to send students off to a 

special course for their perceived ‘problems’ to be addressed.  

2.2 During the past few years, in what ways has the institution endeavoured to 

promote inclusivity of all students through curriculum? How has the student 

voice influenced these efforts? Which efforts have been successful and which 

have been unsuccessful and how do you know?  

Student feedback is taken seriously at Rhodes University and is elicited in a rigorous and 

informed manner.  We do not use standardised questionnaires but rather a range of 

methods intended to ask specific questions of students about their learning experiences in 
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relation to teaching and course design. A tool is available to allow individual lecturers to 

‘custom build’ a survey instrument for use in larger classes.   

As also indicated in the first section of this submission, we have experienced calls for the 

‘Africanisation’ and decolonisation of the curriculum since 2015 and have made efforts, 

described above, to respond to them. In addressing calls for decolonisation, we are mindful 

of the impact of pedagogy as also noted above.  It cannot be assumed that because a 

curriculum encompasses African content it will automatically be accessible to students.  

Fanon is just as difficult as Foucault if attention is not paid to pedagogy.  

The booklet of case studies (for which a link has been provided above) encompasses 

descriptions of curriculum change made in response to the student voice and also in 

response to the need for inclusivity. Perusal of these cases show which have been 

successful and the evidence for this.  

2.3 What approaches does the institution take to identify instances of bias and 

alienation related to the curriculum? How are these addressed? 

Please see above. 

2.4 What unresolved challenges does the institution need to grapple with related to 

promoting diversity and inclusivity in the curriculum?  

We have already noted some of the challenges since curriculum change is dependent on the 

willingness of academic staff to review and innovate.  We believe, however, we benefit 

from academic staff who take the progress of their students seriously and who are willing 

to engage with the curriculum in order to promote diversity and inclusivity.  

 

2.5 In about half a page each, describe 2 to 4 exemplars of curriculum initiatives 

that promote inclusivity of diverse students. 

Please see above.  

3. Curriculum development capacity and quality 

(Suggested length: 5-10 pages) 

Includes capacity development and support in curriculum design, development and 

implementation and processes to assure quality of curriculum content and implementation 

(including teaching). 

3.1 What approaches does your institution take to ensure that those responsible for 

curriculum design, development and implementation have the requisite skills, 

knowledge and attitudes and receive the support needed to ensure that the 

curriculum is educationally sound, fit for purpose and aligned to the institution’s 

values? Are there guidelines or policies at institutional or lower levels?  

As we indicated in section 1 above, the University has a Policy on Curriculum Design 

and Review.   
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Incoming staff members are introduced to all policies pertaining to teaching and learning 

in the Academic Orientation Programme offered twice per year. The Centre for Higher 

Education Development, Teaching & Learning also offers an introductory course to 

teaching and learning in higher education named CATALyst (Conversations around 

Teaching and Learning).  This course is voluntary but it is probably fair to say that the 

majority of new academics choose to engage with it.  The CHERTL also offers a PGDip 

in Higher Education programme in which an entire module is devoted to the curriculum.  

All academic staff employed on a permanent basis are subject to a three year probationary 

period.  In order for their appointments to be confirmed, individuals are required to 

submit evidence that they meet a set of criteria related to teaching which is then 

scrutinised by a panel of peers. Some of this evidence relates to the curriculum.   

Individuals applying for personal promotion also need to submit evidence of teaching in 

order to meet criteria outlined in the Policy on Personal Promotions. Criteria for teaching 

and learning in the Policy include an entire section on the curriculum. In order to achieve 

a ‘satisfactory’ rating (and ratings range from ‘unsatisfactory’ to ‘outstanding’ on a four 

point scale), candidates must provide the following: 

• Some evidence of the use of course design principles. 

• Evidence of the regular review of courses to ensure that they are relevant and up to 

date. Review considers feedback from students, external examiners and peers. 

• Evidence of responsiveness to the needs of a diverse student body. 

• Some evidence of alignment between purpose, outcomes, teaching and learning 

activities, assessment methods and criteria. 

• Some evidence of using assessment to guide and not only measure student learning. 

  

Staff in the CHERTL also provide consultancy services to departments and individuals 

who want to explore changes to the curriculum and who need to meet criteria related to 

probation or personal promotion. 

3.2 What processes are in place at institutional and other levels within the institution 

(e.g., faculty, departmental) to ensure the quality of curriculum design, ongoing 

development and renewal, and implementation? 

At Rhodes University, the responsibility for the curriculum relies with disciplinary experts. 

We are strongly opposed to initiatives that suggest that curriculum development is the 

purview of those external to the discipline or that there can be any generic approach to 

curriculum development premised on the idea that teaching development is about the 

acquisition of ‘best practice’. 

 

Although curriculum review takes place on an ongoing basis, any major changes to the 

curriculum needs to serve before Faculty Boards and thereafter at the Senate.   

As indicated above, reports on the Curriculum Review currently taking place will serve 

before the Senate Teaching and Learning Committee and, thereafter, at Senate. 
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4. Participation in curriculum design and development 

(Suggested length: 5-10 pages) 

Includes involvement of various stakeholders in the initial design, ongoing development, 

renewal and transformation of curriculum. 

4.1 In what ways are students involved in the design, development, renewal and 

transformation of curriculum? Are there guidelines or policies at institutional or 

other levels? 

The Rhodes University Policy on Curriculum Development and Review identifies as 

number of principles.  One is that: 

   Consultation is the key feature of curriculum development. The question to 

be asked is not what the lecturers can offer, but what the needs of the learners and 

society are. Stakeholders should therefore be co-developers of a curriculum. These 

normally include current and past students, academics, professional bodies and 

employers in both the private and public sector.   

It is usual for any individual or department involved in curriculum review to elicit student 

feedback for this purpose.  Student feedback is collected in a number of ways including 

the use of a customised survey instrument.  The CHERTL also assists with eliciting 

student feedback using small group techniques.  

4.2 In what ways do the voices of diverse stakeholders external to the university, 

such as employers, professional bodies and graduates, influence the development 

of curriculum? Are there guidelines or policies at institutional or other levels? 

See above for the position of the Policy on Curriculum Development and Review. As also 

indicated above, Rhodes University mainly offers general formative degrees.  Input from 

professional bodies, graduates and employers is elicited for the purposes of curriculum 

development and review in respect of the few vocational programmes offered. For 

example, the Pharmacy Council was involved in the development of the new BPharm 

programme involving complete recurriculation.  The media industry is consulted widely in 

the review of the BJourn programme.  

 

5. Any other comments 

 

 


