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Introduction and context 

As part of the review of the UCT Strategic Plan 2017-2020, a transformation lens has been embedded 

in all five of the university’s strategic goals. In June 2017, faculties were asked to review their 

curriculum content and pedagogic practice and submit their implementation response for each of the 

five goals. Influenced by the student movements, staff engagement and national debates, Goal Four in 

the strategic plan specifically relates to the decolonization and review of the curriculum review. Faculty 

plans that were submitted shortly after the adoption of the strategic plan demonstrated the potential 

ways the curriculum responds to the South African, sub- Saharan, and global context.  

The widespread demonstrations and conversations emanating not only within UCT, but more widely 

across many campuses nationally in the past three years have challenged us all to grapple with our 

history and the need to redress the inequalities, prejudices, and structural disadvantages that continue 

to characterise South African society and our universities. Students and staff at UCT played a leading 

role in putting these issues on national and institutional agendas. It is without doubt that the catalyst for 

curriculum review and specifically decolonization of the curriculum, was catalysed by the Rhodes Must 

Fall (RMF) student movement. The characteristics of the RMF movement, were reminiscent of the 1968 

week-long sit-in that took place in the Mafeje room. The RMF Mafeje occupation gave rise to the 

decolonial project where academic engagement; the study of African philosophy and African 
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consciousness was deliberated on. The symbolic fall of the Rhodes statue marked a new era in 

transforming higher education and surfaced crucial questions surrounding the role of “decolonisation” 

of the teaching and learning spaces, teaching practices, and curriculum in conceptualizing different 

development paths towards new futures.  

Discussions about the ways in which universities could transform themselves through a focus on their 

curricula and in relation to their local, regional, and national contexts have been ongoing, especially in 

the post-1994 phase of academic change in the higher education sector in South Africa.  Traditionally, 

university curricula are reviewed and revised at the level of the individual course or programme in 

response to disciplinary foci, industry changes, programme and departmental reviews and accreditation 

requirements. However, whilst a lot of progress is acknowledged, we continue to grapple with the issue 

of engaging in different and critical ways to improve the quality of curriculum conceptualisation and 

practical application in responding to complex socio-economic realities. 

To be able to respond to the Council on Higher Education’s (CHE) Phase 2 of the Quality Enhancement 

Project (QEP) within the stipulated timeframe this report presents curriculum change work that has 

only just begun in some of the faculties. The timing of this report has pre-empted the curriculum work 

that will be initiated over the next five years and therefore the content within this report does not provide 

a composite overview of UCT’s approach to decolonisation and transformation of the curriculum.  In 

addition, during 2016, there was a competing tension by academics to continue the academic project 

whilst simultaneously driving the curriculum development and review. This tension has influenced the 

contributions made within this document.  

1. Curriculum renewal and transformation 

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?  

Goal One of the UCT Strategic Plan 2017-2020 intends to forge a new inclusive identity that reflects a 

more representative profile of students and staff, as well as the cultures, values, heritage, and 

epistemologies of the diversity of UCT’s staff and students. The strategic plan also guides the faculty’s 

approach in their curriculum renewal and transformation practices. Whilst there is no singular approach 

for all six faculties (rightly so), the importance of holding faculties accountable for curriculum change 
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demonstrates UCT’s position to ensure that the curriculum is accessible, relevant and resonates with the 

student body.  

 

At the institutional level, UCT has addressed the notions of curriculum renewal and transformation in 

the narrative of the 2016 Consolidated Strategic Panning Framework as follows: 

 

Access and success 

We aim to cater for a wide diversity of educational preparedness particularly at entry level, in 

ways that do not alienate or stigmatize students.  

 

We will monitor progress in access by analysing placement trends at registration, and at transfer. 

Progress will be measured also by analysing National Benchmark Tests (NBT) results and 

relating these to placement, carrying out comparative studies, and by assessing changes in 

success rates. 

 

We are committed to improving our success rates. The disparities in success between black and 

white students are stark. We will address these disparities through various targeted interventions 

and innovations in our teaching programmes as well as in the educational support that we provide 

to students.  

 

There are a number of courses that impede success and progress toward graduation. We aim to 

improve our methods for identifying such courses, and will develop approaches to ensure 

measurable improvements in success rates in these courses. 

 

Student success will be tracked through cohort data analyses. Long-term research on these 

cohorts will provide evidence of success and more immediate impacts will be sought from data 

on performance in courses that impede graduation. Further quantitative measures will include 

student performance after adjustment in courses and curricula, and numbers of reformed 

curricula. 

 

The curriculum 

We will interrogate ways in which current curricula may marginalize particular identities and 

perpetuate dominant cultural assumptions and philosophies of knowledge. We must seek ways 

of incorporating scholarship from Africa and the rest of the Global South in our curricula. 

Students must have the opportunity to engage around socio-political issues. 

 

We will measure progress through student performance and student attitude surveys, 

comparative analyses, and the extent to which courses and curricula have been reformed or 

redeveloped. 

 

These objectives will require that we identify courses in which scholarship from Africa and the 

Global South generally may be or should be incorporated. Curriculum change studies will guide 

our efforts at constructing curricula that are inclusive and which do not perpetuate historical 

modes of domination. 
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Well-rounded graduates will have had the opportunity to develop competence in South African 

indigenous languages other than their mother tongues, as well as in other world languages - 

particularly those that are widely spoken in Africa. Progress in this regard will be monitored by 

tracking relevant changes in curriculum. 

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? 

Previous initiatives 

The Curriculum Review Task Team (CURTT) was established in 2013 under the leadership of the then 

DVC for Social Responsiveness to address the challenges presented by existing curricula. The scope of 

the task team’s work was framed around two broad areas of curriculum change across the university - 

breadth and the flexible curriculum. With the Flexible Curriculum Proposal for a minimum four-year 

degree being rejected at a national level, and after agreement among the deans that there is sufficient 

flexibility in our undergraduate programmes, the task team’s focus turned to breadth. The team 

considered a range of models based on a mapping conducted by the Institutional Planning Department 

(IPD) of existing undergraduate breadth and interdisciplinary initiatives and those at other institutions. 

CURRT disbanded in 2015 with a view that RMF surfaced questions about the role of the decolonisation 

of teaching and learning spaces, teaching practices, symbols, and the curriculum in conceptualizing 

alternative developmental paths which required a reconceptualised form of engaging staff and students 

in the review of the curriculum at UCT. This resulted in the formation of the Curriculum Change Working 

Group (CCWG) (see Section C).   

Value, purposes and assumptions about knowledge and higher education 

Within UCT curriculum is traditionally an area of academic work characterised by intense contestations 

about the and its purpose. In the South African context, traditional ways of reviewing or reforming 

curricula concentrate on subject content, knowledge, programmes, levels, years of study, industry 

competencies and graduate attributes by focusing on selection, sequencing and pacing (Bernstein, 1990) 

of the curriculum. Key questions include: 

• Is the curriculum a key driver in the formation of a particular graduate identity? 

• Is the curriculum about providing skills for employment and the job market?  

• What are the different structures or pathways that the curriculum could enable?  

• Are there different modes of delivery of the curriculum?   
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The calls for decolonisation of the curriculum were designed primarily around the premise of exploring 

how certain epistemic traditions perpetuate hegemonic practices to the exclusion of others in the 

academy. New questions about what kinds of knowledge, whose knowledge, and what gets privileged 

were now in the spotlight. Instead of a narrow definition of curriculum (small c), discussion now centred 

on curriculum with a big C, encompassing broader aspects such as pedagogy, assessment, representation, 

symbols, naming of buildings, language, diversity and so on. This extension of the discourse to include 

a wider range of perspectives on curriculum have led academics to re-think the orientations of their 

courses and programmes and to consider how their teaching and assessment could possibly be 

transformed to be inclusive and socially just. The CCWG hosted a number of in-depth workshops during 

2016 and 2017 to support and facilitate the academics’ development in these areas. Evidence of 

adaptations in some courses, teaching, and assessment are provided in Section C below. 

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? 

The disruption presented by the student protests of 2015 and 2016 precipitated and necessitated an urgent 

re-look at this traditional curriculum practice. Previous curricula offerings, due to their northern and 

global rationality and instrumental logic, were regarded by a large portion of the student populous 

students as exclusionary and alienating. The focus on competing perspectives of knowledge in the 

curriculum and how different knowledges are valued became central to current curriculum discussions. 

Curricula were criticised for a narrow approach to scholarship in Africa, for perpetuating dominant 

cultural assumptions and particular epistemologies, and reinforcing existing unequal and racialized social 

relations of power. 

At UCT the critique of traditional curricula by students was taken seriously and efforts were immediately 

put in place to explore an alternative way of looking at curriculum structure, curriculum content, and 

curriculum implementation. Structural enablements such as the appointment of more deputy deans 

responsible for Transformation as well as Teaching and Learning have increased the institution’s ability 

to ensure that discussions are mediated from the level the of central management through different 

faculties to take account of contextual challenges faced by students and academics in departments and 

units. Chairs and members of transformation committees in different faculties have been tasked to focus 

on the curriculum as well - to interrogate how race, class, and gender inequalities are manifested and 

how these can be mediated through effective and responsive teaching and learning practices.  
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Curriculum Change Working Group (CCWG) 

The protests prompted the Vice-Chancellor to set up task teams to facilitate campus-wide engagements 

on a range of critical issues raised by students in ways previously not explored. The CCWG was 

established in 2016 as a black-led, inclusive and broadly representative grouping comprising academics 

and students traditionally excluded from formal institutional structures and processes of curriculum 

oversight. The collective wisdom in the group was based, amongst other things, on individual members’ 

previous experience in tackling challenges of inequality in their programmes and teaching and through 

their success in opening spaces for those previously excluded from critical discussions about curriculum 

at UCT. The CCWG core team worked with a process of institution-wide engagement through a set of 

initial dialogues with faculty representatives - nominated or (self) identified by their departments and 

faculties - to be part of the dialogue process. Faculty representatives included student representatives 

nominated through the SRC, faculty councils and other student groupings on campus with a strong 

interest in curricula, pedagogy and assessment. These groupings formed part of the CCWG’s extended 

team.  

The role of the CCWG is to explore curriculum change at UCT and to help shape strategies for engaging 

with academics and students through facilitated dialogues on curriculum transformation. The focus on 

curriculum breadth and depth, through the decolonisation of learning spaces, pedagogic practices, 

cultural symbols and academic traditions was identified as a critical catalyst for the university to explore 

alternative curriculum pathways. Such exploration includes: i) discussion and debate on pedagogic and 

assessment practices which are experienced as exclusionary; ii)flexible learning pathways to ensure 

student success and retention and iii) the use of the wide range of linguistic, cultural, and experiential 

resources which students and staff bring to the classroom. The work of the CCWG has been focussed on 

dialogue and discussion in keeping with the ethos and culture of academic debate at UCT. The emphasis, 

however, has been to bring previously marginalised voices into the curriculum discussion space.  

The CCWG used a generative and participatory dialogue methodology to identify a set of key issues and 

drivers to guide the faculty representative workshops and deliberations around curriculum change. In 

addition, a set of questions was developed for each workshop to explore assumptions underpinning 

decisions about the construction of the curriculum, the purpose of the curriculum and the nature of 

changes in curricula and pedagogies needed to equip students to grapple with the challenges of post-1994 

South Africa.  
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The outcome of the process is intended to lead to a Curriculum Change Framework developed by the 

CCWG that will recommend a detailed proposal for curriculum change as a fundamental contribution to 

building a new identity for UCT. 

Current activities 

The Institute for Creative Arts (ICA) at Hiddingh Campus has been an important and useful platform for 

examples of curriculum interventions to be shared. The CCWG participated in the 3rd Space Colloquium 

hosted by ICA in 2016 and 2017 to theorise, critique and exemplify practical curriculum innovations 

already taking place in the Arts across UCT. Although these have been largely in the Humanities, they 

do not exclude innovations taking place beyond the social sciences. Innovations and interventions 

focussed on a decolonised curriculum are also evident in the University Capacity Development Grant 

(UCDG) proposals submitted recently by a range of academics across different faculties. In keeping with 

the Department of Higher Education & Training (DHET) call for submissions around decolonised 

education initiatives these proposals indicate the propensity of many academics to use this mechanism 

to embark on curriculum change in a structured and formal way. Many of the academics who submitted 

proposals for the UCDG have been key participants and contributors in the engagements organised by 

the CCWG.  

The CCWG has also hosted decolonial scholars who engaged with various departments and student 

groups to discuss curriculum change in relation to UCT’s context but also in conversation with world- 

renowned scholars in the field. Members of the CCWG who participated in the UNISA Decolonial 

Summer School in 2017 shared many literary resources and critical discussions from the summer school 

to shape engagements at UCT in a contextualised way. Presentations at conferences and seminars have 

contributed to theorising around curriculum change through research papers and workshops. 

Another layer of engagement involved study circles initiated by students in the core team and informed 

by Paulo Freire’s culture circles. These circles enabled the development of a critical and collective 

(community) consciousness around issues of social and community transformation within a decolonial 

framework. The study circles facilitated dialogue and generated knowledge around the relationship 

between curriculum change and decoloniality. The study circles also focussed on preparation for the 

CCWG Indaba Series which included public meetings and panel discussions on relevant topics. The Role 

of the Public University in Africa was the first engagement of the Indaba Series and included speakers 

and audience members from the Western Cape regional universities. Study circles served not only as a 

site of curriculum change activity for the Indaba but also facilitated a process of curriculum work that 

allowed for an awareness of how our practices marginalise and oppress if the traditional hierarchies of 

power between participants in the circles (and at the university) are left unattended. 
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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?  

A number of activities and initiatives are currently underway at many different levels of the institution.  

Much of the process of engagement on curriculum renewal and transformation is long-term and 

discussion on decolonisation of the curriculum is nascent. By way of example, specific projects that have 

been planned to further the current efforts on curriculum renewal and transformation (submitted as part 

of the institution’s University Capacity Development Programme Plan) are mentioned below.  

Decolonising Pedagogy in the Humanities: In broad terms, the project will contribute to addressing 

three perennial problems in South African higher education:  

• Race group discrepancies in undergraduate (UG_ student retention and graduation rates;  

• Under-representation of black South Africans in postgraduate (PG) studies, and 

• Need to grow the next generation of black South African academics  

 

The central problem this project will address is the Eurocentrism of curriculum content and the whiteness 

of the hidden curriculum and pedagogic interaction at UCT that currently leads to the alienation and 

undermining of the potential of black students.  

 

This project intends to contribute to solving the three problems outlined above by developing the capacity 

of selected first-year course convenors (staff development) to transform their pedagogy and curricula by 

offering a suite of introductory courses that will provide spaces for pedagogic innovation where 

participants can work out and learn from each other what the concept of a decolonised curriculum might 

mean for everyday classroom practice. Using a cascade model, disciplinary experts, experts in decolonial 

theory, African languages, cultures and knowledge will work with members of the Working Group to 

support them in transforming curricula and pedagogy.  

Integrated commerce core first year case study: The first year in Commerce consists of a range of 

courses most of which are common to all students across the various degrees and specialisations. Student 

and staff feedback is that there is little horizontal integration across these courses. Many first-year 

students feel a sense of alienation from the curriculum - especially disadvantaged, first-in-family 

students, and students lacking preparedness for tertiary study. First-year students struggle to apply many 

concepts learnt in these courses to real life situations and do not understand the relevance of the courses 

for achieving core commerce outcomes. Many specialisation subjects only begin in second year. Many 

students feel uncertain about the choice of degree during first-year because they have no exposure to 

marketing, finance etc. This is known to be one of the causes for students dropping out in both good 
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academic standing and failure. Many students feel socially isolated and struggle to make friends. We 

envisage a more integrated curriculum, less alienation, more engagement across diverse groups, 

embedding of peer learning, working across disciplines, an emphasis on practically-orientated learning, 

and enhanced success and throughput. The theory of change is that student throughput and success rates 

correlate negatively with disadvantage and alienation; this case study will put students into a more 

contextually driven academic and social situation in first-year that will enable all students to participate 

fully and to understand the relevance of their learning to a South African business situation. 

Postgraduate Writing: From Critical Dialogues to Pathways: Support for academic literacies (reading, 

writing and numeracy practices) is seen as key to institutional transformation by way of facilitating access 

to disciplinary ways of knowing. We will do this through critical dialogues with black postgraduates 

across disciplines and at the text face, on two fronts. One is as PG thesis writers themselves, and the 

second is as tutors of undergraduate courses and in writing centres where forms of assessment and 

engagement with academic literacy and numeracy practices are stuck in old patterns. These next 

generation postgraduates have the potential to disrupt uncritical recycling of old literacy forms that may 

or may not be up to the task of creating new decolonised knowledge or welcoming spaces. Activities 

mainly relate to this view of access. Throughput is crucial, but it will take longer to grasp the impact of 

the critical dialogues series on graduation of the students who take part. This is envisaged as a five-year 

project which we would continue beyond the seed funding if this proposal were successful. This proposal 

does plan for an intervention that will have transformative impact on the way PG writing initiatives are 

organised and communicated. We also anticipate broader changes as postgraduates interrogate the 

literacy practices legitimated in their undergraduate and postgraduate teaching. Postgraduate students 

participating in the critical dialogues on PG writing will be catalysts for change in their roles as tutors 

and Writing Centre consultants (students), they will participate in the design of supportive tools for self-

assessment and pathways for PGs at any stage (students); and they will receive writing guidance and 

support themselves towards ‘next generation. They will also be change agents in the relationship between 

writing and knowledge-making in the context of the decolonising project in their various networks as 

students, tutors, and mentors. 

Theories of Justice and Inequality: Postgraduate student development: This activity seeks to develop 

a new generation of doctoral scholars, particularly black South African scholars, and civil and political 

society practitioners who are able to interrogate and de-centre dominant social and political theories. The 

proposed MPhil will offer PG students new ways to conceptualise terms such as justice, equality, 

inequality, citizenship, democracy, human rights, popular sovereignty, scientific rationality and 

secularism. Practices, institutions and phenomena associated with these concepts are central to our 

political modernity. We will seek to develop a new interdisciplinary/multi-disciplinary MPhil program 

that will help advanced postgraduate students and associated faculty transcend epistemic inequalities, 
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historicize and question received theories, and become autonomous theoretical producers in their own 

right (Banerjee et al. 2016). It will put various disciplines and fields of study ranging from History to 

Economics to Jurisprudence to Literature, Arts, Urban Studies, Sociology, Politics, Anthropology and 

Religious Studies in conversation with one another 

Development of a Community-related/Social Entrepreneurship Design Project for 2nd Year 

Chemical Engineering: The Chemical Engineering Department has recently implemented a new 

curriculum with a feature that is more project-based (with some flexibility regarding the nature of the 

projects as long as they help to deepen students’ understanding of theory).  However, due to lack of 

capacity/resources to innovate in project development, the actual design projects are still somewhat 

traditional (i.e. based in industrial contexts). This misses an opportunity to use community-

related/social entrepreneurship-type projects which interest an increasing number of students, and 

would thus enhance student learning. It is desired to develop a community-related/social 

entrepreneurship-type projects using the design project to take advantage of the flexibility in the new 

curriculum and thus enhance student learning. It should be noted that in discussions with recent 

graduates who have been critical of past projects they have shown an interest in playing a role in project 

development. We will develop a community-related/social entrepreneurship Design Project meeting the 

criterion of deepening students understanding of relevant Chemical Engineering theory. 

Development of a Risk Management/Disaster Analysis Case Study using a South African heavy 

industry context: A common vehicle for the teaching of Risk Management/Disaster Analysis (in the 

heavy industry context) is the case study. While there are many incidents in South African industry that 

lend themselves to such scholarship, there has been (to date) no collation of materials into a coherent 

case study that can be used for teaching and learning. As a result, only foreign (mainly European and 

American) examples are used. This, in turn, makes it more difficult for students to identify with the case 

and thus inhibits their ability to learn from it. It is desired to develop a South African-based case study 

and use this to enhance student learning. This project will develop text-based materials for a South 

African-based Risk Management/Disaster Analysis Case Study and use this case study in the 4th year 

course CHE4048F [and, if other budget can be found, elicit feedback on learning-enhancement and 

content and use this to improve the case study]. The project sets out to advance the goal of incorporating 

South African scholarship into the curriculum. In addition, because industrial disasters tend to affect 

workers and communities that surround industry disproportionately, there is opportunity within the 

study to engage with local political and social issues. The case study will be built from records of an 

official accident investigation conducted by the Department of Labour and, if possible, company-held 

information.  
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Decolonising History Curricula in Architecture, Urban Design and Landscape Architecture: 

Building on the “rejection of the Zero-Point” discussed by Walter D Mignolo in The Darker Side of 

Western Modernity, a thorough rethink of the history curriculum is required, both in theoretical terms 

but also through the collection of non-Western and African precedent for students to refer to in their 

designs. courses have been developed by staff for many years and each requires revision through 

significant research that must happen on top of existing teaching and research workloads. Additionally, 

while change would normally happen incrementally, where a number of lectures are modified a year, 

the urgency of calls to decolonise requires immediate attention.  

Writing your World: Through a new blended first-year Humanities course, Writing your World (a 

Massive Open Online Course (MOOC)), the project seeks to address two key areas: students’ transition 

into university and the throughput rate at the undergraduate level, especially in the Humanities faculty. 

The course offers students social and epistemic access to the institutional spaces and cultures, ways of 

knowing, and being in academia. More, importantly, it offers us access to students’ life histories that 

often get silenced in mainstream academic spaces. When these everyday lived experiences are validated 

they could help make the transition to knowledge smoother, as well as redefine what counts as 

knowledge in a world-class African university. The writing-intensive blended course, Writing your 

World, aims to give students access to the requisite academic literacies and lenses to engage with ways 

of knowing in the Humanities as well as validate their experiences in the knowledge making process, 

so that they may succeed in their relevant degrees, and potentially become eligible for PG studies.  

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

renewal and transformation? 

Like all higher education institutions, UCT continues to make progress in some areas, while uncovering 

areas that require more intensive discussion, debate and consideration. Some of these areas in include: 

• Language challenges  

• Assessment policies and strategies  

• Funding  

• Teaching and learning policies to include transformation and decolonisation 

• Online provisions and other learning platforms 

• Access to digital resources 

• Embedding social responsiveness and community engagements  

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

transformation initiatives. 
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As mentioned, the process of curriculum renewal in relation to transformation is currently unfolding 

within the institution. It would be premature to claim that any of the current or planned initiatives have 

been or will be successful at this stage. As an example of an ongoing initiative, the Faculty of 

Engineering and Built Environment has been exploring the issues of transformation as part of 

the Design Studio, which works with community members in the process of urban planning. 

This initiative addresses architectural issues that have been generally been neglected through 

informality, the declining capacity of the state, and the role of architecture as a platform for 

economic development. 

The project site has the potential to valorise black students' knowledge (through language skills, local 

knowledge). Further, student work is informed by insights of community activists. This reverses the 

knowledge hierarchies by valorising indigenous knowledge of local community. 

 

Invitations to community activists to attend critiques and reviews affords the 'survey subjects' agency 

and voice. This also provides local activists with new interpretations of their own environments with 

potential to inspire alternative visions. 

The project encourages different forms of engagement with community –  

• round-table discussions to identify problems confronting community 

• Guided walks to expose students to local challenges (in the way that residents themselves 

experience the environment – on foot, up-close, rather than through the windscreen of a private 

car 

• Interactive workshops with community members to elicit needs, perceptions 

It further promotes teamwork amongst students through: 

• forcing students to address diversity within classroom and engage across race and class barriers 

• verticality (Honours and Masters student in the same class) encourages skills transfer amongst 

students, peer learning and informal mentoring 

• different teams constituted for different tasks promotes cross learning  
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2. Diversity and inclusivity 

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. 

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?  

UCT has interpreted diversity and inclusivity in the curriculum to mean a review of content and 

pedagogy that, where possible, is informed by the critical multicultural perspectives of students and 

their experiences within sub–Saharan Africa. Considering this, content and pedagogy can, where 

possible, be adjusted to accommodate these multiple perspectives and make provision for the range of 

learning styles that enables student throughput. Curriculum reflection on inclusivity also extends to 

making provision and enabling accessibility for students who are differently abled.  

In this regard, the University Council approved a Disability Policy in March 2011 that enabled 

Disability Services to provide specialist services, advice, and support to differently abled students with 

various learning challenges or requiring alternate learning aids.   

There are varying understandings and approaches to curriculum within the faculties at UCT. The non-

prescriptive approach to how diversity and inclusion is defined and responded to in the curriculum has 

resulted in a variety of approaches that are incorporated in some of the faculty strategic plans. This 

approach allows academics to begin exploring what (if any) content and pedagogic designs promote 

diversity and/or inclusion among their student populations. Faculties do not have a uniform approach. 

The examples that follow are intended to be an illustration of the ways in which some departments 

have attempted to address issues of diversity and inclusivity within their curricula.  

A focus on diversity and inclusivity are comprised of one or more of the following elements in some 

faculty approaches: 

• Changes in curriculum design;  

• Extended degree programmes;  

• Curriculum conversations with students and staff, and 
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• Internal faculty curriculum reviews.   

Disability Services within the curriculum  

The UCT Disability Service currently facilitates or provides access through the university by 

facilitating or providing necessary accommodations including intensive specialised support for many 

students with complex disabilities.  By the end of September 2017, a total of 363 undergraduate 

students had registered with the Disability Service of whom 125 received specialised accommodations.  

The work of the Disability Service in the provision of critical services to differently abled students 

ensures that students are able to access, engage, and learn the taught curriculum in the traditional 

lecture format. Services that ensure that differently abled students are included and can access the 

curriculum include: sign language interpreters, assistive devices, and ensuring that students can 

physically access the building and the lecture theatres.  

 

Further support that is currently offered includes: 

• Various kinds of assistive technology; 

• Exam concessions and accommodations; 

• Extra time, access to secluded writing space; 

• Use of a scribe; 

• Use of a computer; 

• Access to speech to text and text to speech software; 

• Individualised seating/standing arrangements for tests and exams for students with physical 

injuries/conditions; 

• Academic support in the form of very limited extra tutoring; 

• Academic support in the form of a text to audio software programme (now in urgent need to 

upgrade) on computers in a few computer labs on campus for the use of students with reading 

disabilities; 

• The writing of motivations for a wide range of circumstances and conditions; and 

• Short-term, problem-focused counselling on a range of learning issues.  

An educational psychologist provides support to students with learning and specialised mental 

disabilities that affect the student’s ability to access the curriculum and/or learn in the traditional 

lecture style that is offered at UCT.  

The Disability Service Unit remains in regular contact with all lecturers who teach students registered 

with the Disability Service through email, telephone and face-to-face meetings. Furthermore, an 
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information document has been produced for lecturers and tutors which outlines how to minimize the 

likelihood of exclusion or non-participation in classes.  

Faculty of Commerce 

The Faculty of Commerce has focused on the extension of the degree programme to provide students, 

who have diverse schooling backgrounds, to consolidate their learning in an extended degree 

programme. Furthermore, the Commerce Faculty provides flexibility during the degree to allow 

students to move between courses to accommodate the student’s decision-making. This is particularly 

important if students have not received strategic career counselling before applying to university. The 

Faculty of Commerce offers the mainstream programme and the augmented programme with a 

minimum time for completion of 3-years for a BCom and 4-years for a BBusSc and the extended 

programme. Students are asked to transfer into these augmented programmes and it is only for capacity 

reasons that the faculty cannot offer the benefits of the small class teaching to all students. The 

philosophy is more formalised time on task and not more tasks. 

Inclusivity and diversity in curriculum content cannot be divorced from the co-curricular support that 

is required by some UCT students. Research conducted within the higher education context shows that 

if a student is not coping socially and mentally within the university environment there will be a direct 

impact on the student’s ability to perform well academically. It is therefore equally important for 

faculties to have the necessary psycho- social support to provide students with access to mental health 

services – the latter having a direct impact on the student’s learning experience. The Commerce 

Faculty offers psychological services to students through the Commerce Student Development 

Services. This has become an increasingly important service to support students with mental health 

issues. Students also have access to psychology services through the central Student Wellness Centre. 

The psychological services and the related triage service provided by the Student Wellness Centre are 

free for students who are unable to pay the R20-R150 cost for the session. In addition to this UCT 

provides an outsourced telephonic counselling line to provide additional support to students.   

Furthermore, academic tutoring programmes to supplement teaching provides students with 

concentrated support. The Commerce Faculty has found that extra psycho-social and tutorial support 

has been successful. The demand for these programmes continues to grow. The pass rates in some 

instances have surpassed the pass rates in the minimum-time programmes.  

Faculty of Law 
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The Law Faculty has conducted an internal self-assessment relating to student inclusiveness, initiated 

a mentorship programme and held conversations with students as a way of obtaining input on ways of 

becoming more inclusive within the curriculum.  

The student voice is represented through the Law Students’ Council (LSC) - a democratically-elected 

student representative body. Members of this LSC sit on the key committees related to teaching such 

as the Teaching and Learning Committee, the Academic Planning Committee, and the Transformation 

Committee. Lively debate led by students is common in these forums and allows for an insight into 

student thinking. Individual lecturers engage with class representatives and are able to conduct polls 

and ask for feedback on Vula, the UCT online interactive portal. Another way that the faculty has 

encouraged engagement with students is through the recently instituted staff/student mentoring 

programme. This initiative is intended to serve as an ‘early warning’ mechanism to ensure that 

supportive interventions are discussed with vulnerable students and put in place for them. It is also a 

way of including the voices of vulnerable students and raising awareness amongst academic staff 

members on curriculum-related difficulties that students might have. 

In alignment with the broader university’s approach, the inclusion of the student voice in the Law 

Faculty has been brought to the fore via dialogues and student-staff conversations. Student protests 

have put the call for decolonisation firmly on the Law Faculty’s agenda for curriculum review and 

change. Student views have been gathered through exit and other surveys, and the student voice is 

represented by the Law Student Representative Council (SRC) Representatives on several important 

teaching-related faculty committees and/or curriculum review working groups as evidenced at the 

Michaelis School of Fine Arts, the Faculty of Engineering and the Built Environment and the 

Department of Mathematics and Applied Mathematics. Students have also organised interactive 

discussion sessions between staff and students such as 2015’s ‘Kramer Konsciousness Week’ which 

helped inform staff of student sentiments. Faculty leadership has responded with several staff 

meetings, including a formal faculty retreat in December 2016. Decolonisation, the student experience, 

and curriculum review were key themes that formed part of such engagements. 

Faculty of Health Sciences 

The challenges and opportunities provided by the protests in 2015 and 2016 are notable because they 

magnified prevailing systemic issues and concerns related to teaching and learning practices within 

the university and the faculty. The faculty recognised the educational challenges and committed to a 

process of curriculum change informed by decoloniality. Going forward the faculty is committed to 

reflecting on the systemic and inter-personal issues that shape our teaching and learning practices.  
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In relation to being responsive to student needs, one of the key issues raised by students was the mental 

health/wellbeing of students. While the issue of mental health is not directly linked to the core 

curriculum, it has impacted on some students’ ability to cope with the curriculum load.  The prevalence 

of mental health challenges raised by students has significantly spiked over the last 18 months such 

that in every block there is an increasing number of students who are not coping with academic load. 

Although the faculty has made additional support available by employing a psychologist on-site, this 

support is far from adequate. The faculty is hopeful that a University Mental Health Policy will be 

finalized and implemented as a matter of priority. 

In terms of curriculum review, a number of initiatives are in place across UG programmes. Broadly 

speaking, these initiatives are aimed at addressing issues such as equity and diversity in teaching, 

curriculum transformation and decoloniality, development of graduate profiles and curriculum 

alignment and, assessments in the context of diversity. In 2015/2016 the new Department of Health 

Sciences Education was established with the intent to advance the development of teaching, learning 

and curriculum practices in FHS. This is the first Department in Health Sciences Education on the 

African continent. The mission of the department is to promote innovation and scholarship in health 

sciences education.  

Faculty of Humanities 

The Faculty Assembly report of 2015 as well as the UCT Strategic Planning Framework engage with 

notions of a decolonial and Afrocentric curriculum, cross-curricular engagements, and 

interdisciplinary. As a starting point, the Humanities Faculty, through the Transformation Committee, 

supported the development of a first-year compulsory course on social awareness and compulsory 

African language courses for students in their first-year of study. The Transformation Committee will 

liaise with relevant stakeholders in the faculty and the broader university community to support these 

goals. Furthermore, the Transformation Committee has the intention of establishing mechanisms for 

increased student involvement in the process of curriculum development in the faculty. 

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?  

Since 2015 UCT has initiated committees that are comprised of staff and students. The inclusion of 

the student voice and efforts in reshaping UCT’s curriculum approach has been supported at a 

governance level as well as within faculties. The efficacy of these approaches has not been measured 
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as initiatives have only just been implemented. Monitoring and evaluation processes making use of a 

variety of indicators at the Faculty-level relating to curriculum transformation / renewal are included 

in ongoing initiatives. 

At an institutional level CCWG has led the discussions regarding diversity, inclusion, and 

decolonisation. Similarly, the Institutional Reconciliation and Transformation Commission (IRTC) 

and the Fee Free Education Planning group are institutional structures that were initiated by the student 

movements and supported by UCT’s executive management. Although these two institutional groups 

are not directly involved in curriculum reform, the outputs of both groups could influence what content 

is taught and how it is taught.  

Furthermore, UCT is currently in the final stages of drafting the UCT Sexual Diversity Policy which 

has a dedicated section that encourages academics to be conscious of the content they teach and, where 

possible, include reference to sexual diversity and not only one sexuality as the norm. In addition, 

academics are required to use language in class that does not exclude other forms of sexuality. This 

policy is due for Council review in December 2017. A complementary policy that also influences the 

teaching and learning environment are the UCT Racism and Racial Harassment Policy.  

Similarly, the Curriculum Integration Project Officer in the HIV/AIDS, Inclusivity & Change Unit 

(HAICU – now Office for Inclusivity & Change (OIC) as merged with the Discrimination and Sexual 

Harassment Office – (DISCHO)) has, in consultation with students and staff, continued to infuse 

intersectional discourse in various courses within faculties. HAICU continues to drive the process of 

developing and implementing social justice and relevant public health issues into core curricula in 

faculties.  HAICU works collaboratively with students and course convenors to develop and implement 

curricula that implicitly link the discipline to social justice issues that influence and /or affect students 

in their personal and/or professional development. This approach acknowledges the constraints on 

curriculum time and teaching resources of expanding the scope of a curriculum. The integrated 

curriculum is evidenced in the faculties of Health Sciences, Humanities, Engineering and the Built 

Environment, and Science. 

Furthermore, with regards to services for differently abled students, the student activists have been 

effective in advocating for more services to students with disabilities. The student voice facilitated the 

creation of a 24-hour accessible study space for students with disabilities in the larger 24-hour study 

space called “Hlanganani Junction.” In addition, it was identified that the Sign Language Interpreters 

were not effective in all disciplines. A good example is Law, where many Latin phrases (as part of 

Case Law) are used as well as other legal terminology with a very specific meaning. This lexicon is 

challenging for the two Sign Language Interpreters to interpret. To address this issue, the Disability 

Service has instituted a real-time text capturing service where the words of the lecturer are captured 
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verbatim for the deaf students to view on their laptop or other portable electronic device. Other PG 

deaf students have also indicated that they prefer this method, although Sign Language Interpreters are 

still needed for many communication tasks. 

In recent years, there has been a surge in demand for psychological counselling - a need which was 

amplified by the student protests of the last two years.  In response, the university has implemented 

several initiatives to increase the number of psychologists available to support students with chronic 

and acute mental health difficulties. Funding was recently obtained for this purpose.   

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

the curriculum? How are these addressed? 

The Office for Inclusivity & Change (OIC), (formerly DISCHO and HAICU) implements policies in 

relation to harassment and discrimination. Furthermore, the Ombudsperson at UCT monitors and 

provides oversight for matters related to discrimination and harassment. The OIC offers support to 

staff and students in instances of discrimination, harassment and where relevant, offers mediation 

services.  

There are no specific mechanisms to identify instances of alienation or bias in the curriculum other 

than the relevant quality assurance tools such as external examiner reports, class representatives and 

course evaluation forms submitted by students. While these do not always work perfectly (for example, 

response rates on course evaluations could be improved) they are able to give those responsible for 

curriculum development a sense of how students are experiencing or have experienced the curriculum. 

Particularly since the student protests in 2015 most academics have become aware of and sensitive to 

issues relating to bias and alienation within the curriculum and are therefore mindful thereof as part of 

their own reflective practices (be it in discussion with staff or students) in reviewing curricula.  

The Office for Inclusivity & Change (formerly known as HAICU) 

Since 1994, the HAICU office (now OIC), has been active within specific foundational courses where 

work is conducted with course convenors to identify aspects in the curriculum and/or the 

faculty/departmental culture that students find alienating. Using an interdisciplinary approach that 

combines change management techniques and social science research methodology, IOC works with 

students and staff to recommend changes in curriculum content whilst also building the capacity of 

staff and students to initiate cultural change.  

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

diversity and inclusivity in the curriculum?  



 

University of Cape Town  20 
 

At an institutional level, it will be important to continue improving services to blind and visually 

impaired students who currently experience significant difficulties in accessing some of the digital 

teaching platforms and other online resources such as application forms. Beyond physical access of 

the curriculum by disabled students, it is equally important to continue and deepen the decoloniality 

project to ensure that the curriculum continues to resonate with the diverse student body. Furthermore, 

UCT has begun to consider the more subtle barriers to teaching and learning for students at UCT. Such 

considerations would include the language of instruction and the provision of teaching 

materials/lecture notes/lecture recordings in more than one South African language.   

There is no singular unified student voice that relates to an ideal pedagogic practice. Moreover, 

students are still in the process of grappling with decolonisation and what that means within their own 

disciplines or fields of study. The challenge, therefore, lies in ways of engaging with a multifarious 

group of students within the classroom in a way that is cognisant of their diverse needs, abilities, and 

backgrounds. Academics are not always sufficiently equipped with the skills that are necessary to 

balance these (sometimes competing) demands in the curriculum. 

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

inclusivity of diverse students. 

Faculty of Commerce 

In Organisational Psychology in fourth-year there is a drive to include some socially-engaged research 

which includes active engagement with local communities. A third-year course in Human Resources 

(HR) was changed to a course focusing on interpersonal relations in the workplace. One section within 

that is social diversity where the course speaks about power and privilege based on social group 

membership. These social group memberships are part of the lived experiences of our students. The 

flagship programme of teaching and learning in the Faculty of Commerce is the Commerce Education 

Group (CEG) series - a series of presentations on teaching and learning, many of which aim to improve 

inclusivity through teaching and curricula. 

Faculty of Law 

In the final year compulsory core course ‘Labour Law’ (CML4004H), the convener introduced a new 

case study approach to teaching. Students are asked to consider the issues surrounding farm workers 

in the Western Cape from the point of view of a small-scale farmer. Issues such as the need for business 

viability are balanced against the important rights of vulnerable workers, as background context to a 

study of the relevant legislation which needs to be complied with.  This case study feeds into the 
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assessment of the course as well so that the students have the exam problem facts in advance, and are 

told to prepare a number of issues related to the facts.   

Finally, the final level LLB elective ‘Women and the Law’ (PBL4605F) is always a popular choice 

with students. The course is inter-disciplinary in nature and encourages critical engagement with social 

and legal issues surrounding gender. In 2012 students from this course led a survey of the entire LLB 

student population at UCT which asked questions about the participants’ background and their 

perceptions of the institutional climate in the UCT law faculty. The findings of this survey fed into the 

final year research papers (8 000 words each) which were submitted by members of this class. One of 

the better examples of such an essay spoke to extent to which the UCT LLB leads to critical 

engagement with the curriculum as a whole. The author illustrated her argument with quantitative and 

qualitative feedback from survey participants. Indeed, this essay and the underlying survey spoke to 

many of the issues which students had with UCT and its curriculum long before the student protests 

erupted in 2015. The findings were presented to the UCT Law Faculty staff in 2014 by the course 

convener. This presentation led to a consideration of the necessity for critical reflection on teaching 

practices and institutional culture by staff members. The course remains popular today (2017) and the 

convener has won a UCT prize for research-led teaching.  

Faculty of Science: Department of Mathematics 

For MAM1000W, students, the course convenors, the head of department, and IOC, have initiated a 

research-led process that interrogates the experiences of students in the course. The research focused 

on the accessibility of the curriculum, the teaching and learning environment, and the students’ 

experience of the departmental culture. Changes in the curriculum that promoted inclusivity and 

enhanced diversity and that have been in place for a number of years already include:  

• Introducing multilingual tutors (and lecturers) into the course to support students; 

• Online learning resources (in more than one language); 

• Lecture recordings and blog posts that provide supplementary notes on the lecture, and  

• A Maths Learning Centre was established to provide extra support over and above the 

compulsory tutoring sessions.  
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3. Curriculum development capacity and quality 

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 already mentioned, curriculum design, development and implementation is the responsibility of 

course convenors, who are accountable to a Head of Department. Every department has its own 

processes for how existing curricula are reviewed or new curricula are developed. It is of immense 

importance that staff have the requisite skills to develop curricula and that the university makes 

services and facilities available for academics to support them with this process. 

The Centre for Higher Education Development (CHED) plays a pivotal role in providing training and 

support to academics in relation to curriculum development. To this end, a key structure within CHED 

is the Centre for Innovation in Learning and Teaching (CILT). CILT focuses its work on creating a 

higher education environment that fosters transformative and reflexive practices in learning and 

teaching.  

In terms of curriculum design, some of the activities that CILT focuses on are: 

• Supporting course design and pedagogical strategies for effective teaching and learning; 

• The design of online and blended modes of course delivery; 

• Using educational technology tools for enhancing student engagement; 

• Developing community engaged approaches to teaching and learning, including using 

service learning as a pedagogical strategy; 

• Supporting systems for the recognition of prior learning (RPL); and 

• Supporting educational research through evaluation and learning analytics. 

In terms of staff development initiatives, CILT provides support to academics through: 
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• Knowledge development in the field of teaching and learning; 

• Capacity building among staff; 

• Supporting communication and networking across the institution, and 

• The location and development of resources for teaching. 

Specific activities range from formal, accredited qualifications to informal learning opportunities. These 

include formal teaching as a contribution to staff development, offering non-credit bearing short 

courses, the New Academic Practitioners Programme (NAPP), and Supporting Emerging Academics’ 

Teaching (aimed to assist staff to think critically about their practice through engagement with relevant 

theory to be able to respond meaningfully to the challenge of working in the classroom). The staff 

development team are also involved with running various seminars and workshops over the course of 

the year. Members of the team run the Teach with Technology series, and department- or faculty-based 

workshops on request. These workshops and seminars are intended to support knowledge and capacity 

building, and networking within the UCT community.   

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? 

Institutional level 

At the centroid provides ongoing guidance, strategic direction, and quality assurance of the academic 

project. 

The functions of this department are broadly: 

• Provide research, information, and advice to support planning and decision-making; 

• Promote a culture of continuous improvement, and 

• Enhance the responsiveness of the university to development challenges facing South Africa   

 

Academic Planning 

At an institutional level, the Academic Planning Unit supports the planning, approval, and good 

governance of streams and qualifications, the alignment of qualifications with the Higher Education 

Qualifications Sub-Framework (HEQSF), and the conducting of environmental scans of the higher 

education environment. 

http://www.cilt.uct.ac.za/cilt/workshops-and-courses/formal-teaching
http://www.cilt.uct.ac.za/cilt/seateach
http://www.cilt.uct.ac.za/cilt/seateach
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Specifically, the functions of the unit include: 

• Providing support (including quality assurance and curriculum advice) for the planning of new 

qualifications and streams, and changes to existing qualifications and streams in line with 

national and institutional policy. 

• Facilitating the processes of approval for new qualifications and streams through the 

institution’s internal committees. 

• Supporting academic administration to ensure that all records at the institution are in line with 

accreditation outcomes. 

• Maintaining an internal database of all qualifications registered with SAQA, updating the 

institution’s Programme and Qualification Mix (PQM), and responding to institutional queries 

on this. 

• Conducting research on higher education trends to support the institution’s Teaching and 

Learning Strategy and strategic goals. 

• Providing support for academic planning activities that advance UCT’s Strategic Plan. 

• Providing secretariat support to the Programme Approvals and Accreditation Committee and the 

Distinguished Teachers Committee. 

 

 Each faculty has an Accreditation Committee that will assess the departmental application for the 

new or changing curriculum before approval by the Faculty Board. In the case of a new programme, 

once the Faculty Board has discussed and approved the application, it is considered by the 

institutional Programme Approval and Accreditation Committee (PAAC). PAAC is a sub-Committee 

of the Senate Teaching and Learning Committee. Once PAAC has approved the programme, it is 

submitted to Senate for final approval and will then be submitted to the necessary external regulator 

bodies.  

Quality Assurance 

Quality Assurance has become a matter of major importance for universities in many parts of the 

world, including South Africa. Demand for quality assurance has been driven in part by: 

• Public authorities, who wish to be assured that public funds are put to best use; 

• Students and their families who want to know what they are getting in a world of widening 

educational choices; 

• A growing emphasis within higher education of the importance of teaching and learning 
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At UCT, the responsibility for quality assurance is with IPD. The approach to quality assurance, in 

line with national and international trends, has at its core an emphasis on the enhancement of quality, 

collaborative engagement and continuous improvement. The focus, therefore, is on reflective learning 

and development at departmental level through departmental reviews and idea sharing through 

the good practices platform. 

 

A key quality assurance principle of the university is its adoption of a self-evaluation model, which 

demonstrates its own capacity to identify areas for improvement with a view to addressing these 

effectively via a system of peer review. For this reason, a particular emphasis of the departmental 

reviews is on evaluation of the systems used by departments to manage and enhance 

quality. Evaluation of these quality management and enhancement systems thus offer an indication of 

the effectiveness of institutional quality management as a whole. External audits, as well as the UCT’s 

cycle of reviews, look only at samples of good practice in order to validate the operation of the 

Quality Management System. 

Reviews of curricula take place in a number of different ways and for varied reasons at departmental 

level. In some cases, departments identify programmes for review based on industry changes; others 

select programmes as part of a periodic or cyclical process. Irrespective of the reasoning, all 

departments are expected to review their programmes and courses on a regular basis as standard 

practice. Discussions on curriculum design and development take place at departmental level and once 

satisfied, changes are submitted to the relevant governance structures responsible for quality assurance 

and approval of programmes. In the case of the development of a new programme, an application form 

(which is an amalgamation of the Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET), South 

African Qualifications Authority (SAQA) and Council on Higher Education (CHE) requirements) is 

completed by the department and input and guidance is sought from the central Academic Planning 

Office and an iterative process will unfold before submission to the relevant faculty Accreditation 

Committee.  

4. Participation in curriculum design and development 

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? 

http://www.goodpractices.uct.ac.za/
http://www.institutionalplanning.uct.ac.za/departmental-reviews
http://www.institutionalplanning.uct.ac.za/departmental-reviews
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UCT continues to strive towards becoming an Afropolitan university and has committed itself to a 

process of ongoing transformation. From the point of view of curriculum design specifically, 

successive waves of student protests since early 2015 have centralised the discourses on decoloniality, 

transformation. Afropolitanism, and social justice. There has been much related debate both in 

institutional fora and in textual format (through staff and student research) on a range of public 

platforms. In an institution which believes in research-led teaching, this is a necessary process in order 

for staff to develop transformed curricula. Thus, a new wave of transformation debate is taking place 

at UCT: both from the institutional level downwards, and from staff and students upwards. As 

mentioned elsewhere in this report, most staff within the institution are still in the process of grappling 

with the notion of decoloniality and how this relates to individual disciplines. The CCWG, as already 

mentioned, is a key institutional-level example of collective engagement on the question of how to 

transform the curriculum.  

At individual faculty level, there has been extensive staff-student engagement on what the call for 

decolonisation of curricula means in a particular disciplinary context. This is a necessary process, 

given divergent views on what decolonisation entails and divergent student demands for change.  

Faculty leadership has encouraged this process and is committed to a process of curriculum review.  

Plenary meetings attended voluntarily by interested students and staff are common, and were used 

particularly during student protests as a way of manifesting student grievances in a safe and collective 

space. Views expressed in these fora and on other public platforms often reflect the sentiments of (at 

least a portion of) staff and have inspired several faculty policy Indabas around this process.  

In the Faculty of Health Sciences, a faculty-based curriculum change working group has been set up 

as an offshoot of the main concept; its focus is to debate specifically health sciences-based changes.  

This committee comprises both staff and students, allowing for the student voice to be central in the 

process of change.   

Faculty of Commerce 

In the Commerce Faculty curriculum change has built on the initial protest-related discussions in 2015, 

both informally through the conversations with staff and students and more formally through: (1) the 

Commerce Education Group sessions which involved representatives of the student body as both 

participants and presenters; (2) the regular Education Development Unit (EDU) meetings which are 

compulsory for all students on the academic development programme (approximately 1 200 students); 

(3) specific cohort assemblies which are led by the students (eg: all the final year students in the 

accounting programmes, which form the majority of the final year students); (4) faculty-wide 

assemblies called by either the Dean or the Commerce Students’ Council, with either formal 

facilitation or with facilitators attending. These assemblies were sometimes fraught leading to 
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discomfort for both staff and students, but there is a need for staff and student views to be publicly 

expressed. The aim is to consolidate and improve the numerous educational initiatives that have been 

introduced over many years, and which are aimed at improving the learning experience of all students 

and thus continue to strive for Commerce as one learning community. Commerce students are (in 

addition) represented through their elected representatives on the Commerce Academic Policy and 

Practices committee to which any curriculum change must be submitted. 

Faculty of Law 

In the Law Faculty, curriculum redesign is being debated by the Academic Planning Committee, the 

Teaching and Learning Committee, and the Transformation Committee. All three of these committees, 

have student leadership represented in their membership. As in the Commerce Faculty there have been 

several initiatives aimed at bringing staff and students together in a plenary forum to air grievances 

and to address what needs to be transformed. Law Faculty staff took part in a breakaway strategy 

session in December 2016 to brainstorm what is needed to transform the LLB curriculum in response 

to student demands. Faculty leadership is currently devising a new transformed LLB curriculum.   

Faculty of Engineering and Built Environment 

In the Faculty of Engineering and Built Environment (EBE), the EBE Student Council is currently 

running a series of workshops (the third was held in August 2017), supported by OIC, which they call 

the Decolonialisation Café. During these workshops, students and staff discuss issues related to the 

decolonisation of EBE – and particularly related to what happens in the classroom. In this way, 

academics are better able to understand the arguments being made by students about why and what 

transformation of their curricula means. This is a critical engagement as staff are far more likely to 

engage with the issues if they have had this direct engagement with students about what transformation 

of the curriculum actually means. 

At the course level, course conveners are acting under a central mandate to transform curricula in 

response to student demands for change. Student demands feed back into curriculum design at this 

level through active engagement with students on the online platform Vula, as well through anonymous 

course evaluations completed by students, and through class representatives. This individual feedback 

is used by lecturers in developing and assessing the impact of curriculum changes from year to year.  

Across departments, student evaluations (and external examiner reports) are assessed by Heads of 

Department to monitor staff teaching practices and to assist with responsive teaching initiatives.   

One particular illustrative example of the efficacy of the response to this type of student feedback in 

EBE is regular departmental meetings that are held with class representatives. At these meetings, 
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curriculum-related issues feature on the agenda and the outcome of these discussions feeds directly 

into curriculum development and renewal activities in a department. Comments made are collated and 

then typically fed back to the teaching team/curriculum team to discuss where improvements are 

possible. In the current cycle of reform around decolonisation/transformation some departments have 

explicitly taken input from the broader student body to include as many voices as possible. This process 

works through facilitated meetings with the whole student body as well as through conversations with 

individual students. 

Faculty of Science 

In the Faculty of Science, students have representation on the faculty’s Accreditation Committee.  The 

Accreditation Committee is the structure through which all new courses and course changes have to 

be approved. Further to this, the Decolonise Science Transformation Student Body has been 

established in the Faculty. This initiative involves a very active Student Council who are involved in 

the curriculum review taking place within the Faculty on an ongoing basis. In addition to this, there 

are also initiatives with Science Faculty tutors who receive specific training about inclusion, diversity 

and culture in order to facilitate the way they teach and engage with students in the Faculty. 

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? 

UCT curricula are not designed at the institutional level. There is an overall Senate Teaching and 

Learning Committee to which deputy deans of faculties and individual faculty-based Teaching and 

Learning Committees report. These committees and reports deal with the global picture. Individual 

course design is done largely by course conveners, usually under the oversight of their home 

department. Thus, the answer to this question must be sought at individual faculty level. 

Faculty of Engineering and Built Environment 

In the professional degree courses the voices of employers are important. In EBE all programmes are 

accredited by the appropriate professional body. These professional bodies play a significant role in 

helping to define what an acceptable qualification looks like. To a large extent this relates to defining 

a set of graduate attributes that students must have developed by the time they graduate. As part of an 

ongoing accreditation process by these professional bodies, students are interviewed about the 

curricula as they experience it. Student concerns about their curricula are then integrated into a report 

which details the outcome of the accreditation. Curriculum-related concerns must then be acted upon 

by the time of the next accreditation visit. Furthermore, discipline-specific societies (such as the 
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Institute for Chemical Engineering and the South African Society of Mechanical Engineering) also 

provide guidance as to the worldwide trends in the education related to their disciplines.   

Faculty of Commerce 

Similarly, the Commerce Faculty is required to comply with standards and guidelines set by 

professional bodies, including the Actuarial Profession of South Africa, The South African institute of 

Chartered accountants (SAICA), and the Health Professions Council of South Africa (HPCSA) for 

Organisational Psychology. These professional bodies conduct regular site visits and reviews where 

students and employers are interviewed.  This feedback, in turn, provides input into the professional 

curricula. The Commerce Faculty needs to meet these standards and comply with procedures stipulated 

in order for its courses to maintain their professional body accreditation. In addition to this 

accreditation process there is regular liaison with the employers of commerce students where feedback 

is gleaned as to the appropriateness of outcomes in relation to the discipline. An example of such 

feedback is the increasing importance being attached to what are known as ‘soft’ skills or pervasive 

graduate outcomes, which then need to be nurtured through appropriate curriculum initiatives. 

Faculty of Health Sciences 

In the Faculty of Health Sciences, the minimum standards for training are set by the HPCSA. These 

standards determine the graduate outcomes, which curricula are designed to meet. The HPCSA also 

evaluates the education programme to ensure that staff and other resources are available to meet the 

desired outcomes. This entails an external curriculum review where gaps are identified. The faculty is 

asked to submit an annual report indicating how these gaps will be addressed. 

Faculty of Law 

In the Law Faculty, a slightly different method of external stakeholder engagement is implemented: 

members of the profession, such as attorneys, advocates, and judges were surveyed prior to the last 

curriculum review (in 2011) and the views of these stakeholders were considered in overhauling the 

curriculum.  Similarly, leading judges and other members of the profession are often invited to speak 

in the faculty, both during conventional lectures and at more specific events.  Some such persons hold 

the role of adjunct professor in this faculty and actively contribute to teaching activities. Every year 

students are invited to participate in intern programmes in attorneys’ firms and at the bar. These 

programmes give students exposure to the demands of practice and the opportunity to suss out various 

potential employers, and to then be guided in their choice of electives by this process.  Students in the 

Law Faculty also engage in community service and outreach programmes and contribute to society by 

the use of their acquired legal skills, such as by assisting the attorneys at the UCT Law Clinic or by 
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teaching constitutional law to schoolchildren in Cape Town’s townships.   Community service is a 

compulsory component of the UCT law curriculum: each student must complete 60 hours of accredited 

service in order to graduate. 

Faculty of Science 

In the Faculty of Science, the Computer Science department has established an Industrial Advisory 

Board comprised, among others, of a number of leaders in the South African Information, Computing 

and Technology landscape. The department has a close relationship with this body that serves to advise 

and provide input into the curriculum from an industry perspective. The department is also accredited 

by an international body, the British Computer Society, which evaluates the curriculum from an 

international perspective.  The Department of Geology, similar to departments in EBE, is accredited 

by a professional body and gains input from stakeholders through regular review. 

In other departments within the Faculty, professional bodies such the South African Institute of Physics 

(SAIP), in the case of physics for example, often try to shape the curriculum in broad ways. For 

example, the SAIP together with the CHE undertook a Review of Undergraduate Physics Education 

in Public Higher Education Institutions that was published in 2013 and is still used as the basis of 

ongoing discussions with Physics Heads of Departments at the annual SAIP meetings.  

4.3 In about half a page each, describe 2 to 4 exemplars of curriculum initiatives that successfully 

incorporated the voices of a range of stakeholders, indicating how this was done and what was 

successful about it. 

In the Faculty of Health Sciences, MBChB students are required, in the later years of their studies, to 

train in hospitals. This is not new, but what has changed is that a wider range of health care institutions 

are now being used as training sites. An important example of this is the group of medical student 

volunteers who opt to spend their final (sixth) year of studies training in secondary and district-level 

health care institutions in the Eden district (around George and Oudtshoorn).  These students live in a 

UCT residence in the area for the entire year and are trained onsite by local healthcare professionals. 

As such, important external stakeholders, namely the Department of Health, and local and provincial 

government in the district are involved in making this training opportunity available. In exchange, 

students provide extra capacity for healthcare at the all-important secondary and even tertiary level in 

the Eden district. Students train with the same learning outcomes as their peers in Cape Town and 

write the same set of exams. The difference is that participant students receive a more authentic training 

which they view as better preparation for the reality of internship and community service at South 

Africa’s more remote health care institutions. From an evaluative point of view, the important point to 
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note about this project is that it is a faculty initiative in response to student demands for a revised 

curriculum. The experiences received during the project will feed into future curriculum design.   

In the Department of Mechanical Engineering, the fourth-year Engineering Professionalism course 

incorporates a range of voices in the context of preparing mechanical engineering graduates for the 

workplace. Not only were these voices drawn on in the development of the course, but many also 

actively contribute to the delivery of the course: 

• Industry professionals from a range of backgrounds, including some who are involved in 

entrepreneurial activities, share their experiences of entry into and development within the 

workplace. 

• In dealing with health and safety, OIC at UCT speaks to the students about the reality of 

HIV/AIDS in the workplace. 

• In the context of professional registration, a professional engineer closely involved with the 

Engineering Council of South Africa discusses what it means to be a professional engineer – 

and the associated code of conduct.  

• In the context of employment relations, the course deals with some of the fundamentals of 

legislation (focusing on the Labour Relations Act) and deals with the Marikana Massacre as a 

case study of employment relations in the South African context.  

In response to an online request for qualitative feedback about the 2017 edition of this course, students 

commented overwhelmingly positively. The dispute resolution case study about Marikana, in 

particular, was commented on favourably by students. 

A Law Faculty example speaking specifically to the incorporation of the views of students who called 

for decolonisation of the curriculum is the changes which have been made to the final level, 

compulsory LLB course, Commercial Transactions Law. In 2015, students were canvassed on Vula as 

to what changes they wanted to see specifically in this course. The original course content dealt with 

specific forms of contract and insolvency, which form the building blocks of knowledge on how to 

structure commercial (and consumer) transactions such as loans of money, sales of goods, or the 

leasing of property. Student responses received via Vula asked for a more Afropolitan focus and a 

greater awareness of social justice issues. This course is fundamental to practice as an attorney and 

hence the core content of the course could not be completely overhauled. However, a shift in emphasis 

has taken place since 2015 (indeed this process had begun earlier with a redirection in an 

individual/consumer direction).   

From 2017 the entire first week of lectures is now directed solely at a discussion of African forms of 

contracting in the ‘popular economy’ and students share their experiences of stokvels, burial societies, 
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and money-lending transactions. This focus is accompanied by readings on socio-legal context and 

theory, and on the popular economy context itself. This narrative and emphasis is followed up 

throughout the year through essay and assessment topics which deal (inter alia) with African 

contracting, decolonisation of contracting, micro-credit and micro-insurance practices, and the 

constitutionalisation of contract law (particularly debt execution) to effect social justice (such as the 

right to housing).  The success of these measures is reflected in extensive student participation in class 

discussions around these topics, the common selection of Afropolitan and social justice essay topics 

from a list of available topics from which to choose, individual engagements by the lecturers with 

members of the class, and in course evaluations. 

In the Commerce Faculty demands for multilingualism in course offerings has led to the development 

of a specially prepared online course offering in accounting.  The ‘Learn Accounting’ online video 

series responds to many students’ need for an explanation of key concepts in their home language (see: 

http://learnaccounting.uct.ac.za/). Produced by the UCT College of Accounting, in conjunction with 

Finance and Accounting Services Sector Education and Training Authority (FASSET) and 

GetSmarter, this series of short concept videos in a number of accounting disciplines can be viewed in 

English and up to three African languages. These videos are freely accessible at the above hyperlink 

to anyone with internet access. This video series has been online since 1 June 2015; since the videos 

have been viewed 120 000 times. Currently there are 10 200 registered users, of whom 54 per cent are 

Black Africans.  Fifty-five per cent of users are from UCT; the remainder come from 20 other tertiary 

institutions. Online qualitative feedback speaks to the usefulness of this tool for individual learning 

and the value of having this facility available in vernacular languages.   

5. Any other comments 
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