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GENERAL INTRODUCTION TO QEP PEER REVIEWER REPORTS 

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

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

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

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

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

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

from the Strategic Plan). 

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

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

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

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

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

be the reasons for the lack of success? 

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

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

problem they are intended to address? 

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

institution?  

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

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

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

success and challenges being faced. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

following questions: 

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

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

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

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

what evidence will be collected. 

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

suggest reasons. 

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

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

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

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

concluding section on reflections on Phase 1 of the QEP. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

activities. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

1. Senior management (60 minutes) 

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

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

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

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

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

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

6. Senior management (30 minutes for feedback) 

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

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

to bring additional information to the meetings. 

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

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

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

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

that students will be included.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

reference.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Rhodes University (RU) is a small, largely residential university based in the Makana 

municipality, which includes Grahamstown.  Its location within a largely dysfunctional 

municipality, with water shortages and interrupted electricity supply regularly experienced, 

compounds its financial challenges.  

The University is structured into six faculties: Humanities (the largest faculty), Science, 

Commerce, Education, Pharmacy and Law, with elected Deans.  As a ‘traditional’ university 

Rhodes offers formative degrees, i.e. curricula which are discipline-based and not vocation-

based, as well as a few professional qualifications; there is considerable flexibility in 

curricula across faculties. According to statistics provided by the university, in 2013, 7485 

students were registered, of whom 31% were postgraduate. The biggest feeder area is 

Gauteng, then KZN and only then the Eastern Cape (EC). It also attracts a significant number 

of international students (at undergraduate level between 20% and 23%), mainly from 

Southern Africa, but also from across the world. The ratio of students to academic staff 

members (FTE/SCU) for 2012 stood at 16.4, although this figure varies according to faculty 

and department. 

As an historically white, ‘traditional’ university, RU is making progress on its transformation 

agenda, and efforts to transform the composition of staff and student populations are bearing 

fruit, as seen in the increased appointment of black, African staff. Numbers of black students 

have increased to 60% of all registrations, according to the 2012 registration data (the latest 

provided in the submissions), with an increasing intake of South African, rural, black 

students. RU is commended on the increased financial support for these students over the 

past few years. However, this financial support and the national higher education funding 

formula for a small university have raised additional financial challenges for the university. 

Management is engaged in initiatives to address these challenges. In the context of student 

protests across all universities in 2015, during Phase 1 of the QEP, RU has recognised that 

actions for working with all students in a fair manner should be underpinned by equity and 

social justice concerns. 

The small size of the institution is crucial in understanding its institutional culture and the 

way it functions. RU has a ‘collegial’ management model that is decentralized, with faculties 

having considerable autonomy. While certain policies are implemented uniformly across the 

university, e.g. those related to probation and promotion, other matters, such as staff 

workloads, are not governed by policy or institutional rules but are implemented by each 

faculty in its own way, as considered to be appropriate for its context. The small size of the 

institution makes this management model possible, as interactions, both with students and 

among staff, often take place informally and information travels through the institution 

quickly by word of mouth.  Departments, too, appear to have a long-standing tradition of 

relative autonomy. RU has 42 departments and 350 academic staff, which means that many 

departments (which are organised in terms of disciplines) are small in size; this, in turn, has 
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the consequence that a relatively large proportion of academics spend time on administrative 

duties. 

RU has an Institutional Development Plan (seemingly for the period 2015-2025), in which 

the various focus areas of the QEP are explicitly reflected. 

In terms of its lengthy tradition of paying serious attention to academic staff development 

and student support, RU is well positioned for the continuous improvement envisaged by the 

QEP. RU is one of the leading universities in South Africa in its focus and activities related 

to the professional development of academics and academic development practitioners in the 

higher education sector. The Centre for Higher Education Research, Teaching and Learning 

(CHERTL) plays an important role in critically engaging with, and interrogating, 

pedagogical best practices for the South African context, and sharing the resulting models 

and teaching practices with other universities. RU is recognised and commended for one of 

the highest student success rates in the South African higher education system – 34% of 

students graduate in regulation time. The baseline institutional report notes a number of 

factors which contribute to this relatively high throughput rate, including: a sound 

admissions system which ensures that all students are in class from the first day of lectures; 

the composition of the student intake (many of the students come from privileged 

backgrounds, or are international students); the relatively small class sizes; an exceptionally 

well-run residential system (in 2012, 72% of first and second year students were 

accommodated within the residences); an extensive and long-standing tutorial system; and 

the small size of the institution, which allows considerable attention to be paid to individual 

students.  

Overall, therefore, the reports and interviewees indicated that there is general satisfaction 

with what RU is doing in relation to the four QEP focus areas, and undoubtedly much good 

work is being done. However, the panel did not get a sense that the QEP was being seen as 

an opportunity for critical reflection on what has already been achieved, or that concerted, 

coordinated institutional efforts are being made to bring about further improvements in these 

areas. Indeed, in the final Phase 1 report, some sections indicate that no changes at the 

institutional level have been made, are in progress or are being planned, in relation to the 

focus areas or aspects thereof. This is a matter of concern as there is always room for 

improvement, especially given the massive changes currently facing the HE sector. 

The baseline submission was prepared by the Quality Enhancement Project Committee 

members, which comprises senior academics from various faculties and senior 

administrative staff. Input was received from Faculty boards, university Senate and the 

Senate Teaching and Learning Committee. (It was, however not clear to what extent more 

junior staff had been involved in the project and its submissions.) The final Phase 1 report 

was written by the then Acting DVC Academic and Student Affairs, as student protests and 

the closure of the University prevented participation from others. Unfortunately, no students 

were scheduled to attend any of the meetings during the institutional visit. While there were 
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student members of the QEP Committee, the report and the interviews would have benefited 

from more student inputs to provide greater representivity of all university members.   

 

2. FOCUS AREA 1: ENHANCING ACADEMICS AS TEACHERS  

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

service and performance appraisal) 

THE INSTITUTION’S STRENGTHS  

This focus area is under the authority of the Deputy Vice-Chancellor Academic and Student 

Affairs. Key to the strong reputation of RU in the area of professional development of 

academic staff is the Centre for Higher Education Research, Teaching and Learning 

(CHERTL), which has been providing leadership in this field at both institutional and 

national levels since the early 2000s.  

RU is established and acknowledged in South Africa as a University that prides itself on its 

developmental impact on teaching at the higher education level, both at the university and 

throughout the country. The professional development of academics has been driven, since 

the early 2000s, by CHERTL, which has nine full-time members of staff, the majority of 

whom hold doctoral degrees in the discipline of Higher Education Studies, generally 

awarded by RU. They include a doctoral coordinator who works with a vibrant PhD 

programme, which has added considerable credibility to educational research at the 

institution. The achievements of CHERTL, both within and beyond RU, are noteworthy.  

Service Learning is being recognised and implemented in curricula. CHERTL works with 

the Community Engagement office to support staff in designing and implementing curricula 

that incorporate Service Learning.   

CHERTL offers a range of formal staff development courses, from short courses to 

doctorates, and supports the evaluation of teaching and the designing of courses. These 

offerings have evolved over the years. For instance, the current short learning programme, 

CATALyst (Conversations Around Teaching, Assessment and Learning, offered since 

2014), was developed following a formal evaluation of the long-standing Assessors’ course.  

CATALyst is taken by the majority of new academic staff in order to meet the requirements 

for confirmation of appointment, as well as some more senior academics.  Participants can 

also earn credits towards a PGDip in Higher Education. According to CHERTL staff, new 

academics are generally very impressed by the academic support for growth and 

development that is offered by CHERTL. 

A variant of the PG Diploma in Higher Education is offered to staff from other universities 

to develop their expertise and competence to work in Teaching and Learning Centres. In 

addition, and to overcome capacity limitations, CHERTL has developed booklets on 

teaching that are available to South African universities. The scholarship of teaching is 

recognised in the CHERTL staff journal articles published and the book, Re-imagining 

Academic Staff Development, which was published in 2012. CHERTL has also spearheaded 
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the development of Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SOTL) research at RU, and 

increasingly research on teaching practices is undertaken and published in accredited 

journals. 

The professional development model at RU is that of a centralised professional development 

unit which interfaces with Faculties. Teaching and learning is recognised in the formal 

academic structures of the university in that it is an item on the agenda of every Faculty 

Board meeting; staff from CHERTL attend these meetings. The Deans appear to be the chief 

point of contact for CHERTL with Faculties; the mode of operation is that CHERTL inserts 

ideas and works towards uptake. It was noted by CHERTL staff during the interviews that 

greater involvement of the HODs would be helpful, as they are not yet necessarily ‘on board’. 

In the interviews the Deans spoke with respect and enthusiasm about the work of CHERTL; 

unfortunately no HODs were available for the interviews, to contribute their perspectives. 

Professional development is embedded and steered primarily through probation and personal 

promotion procedures. All academic staff serving their three-year probation are required to 

submit evidence of their capacity as teachers in the form of a teaching portfolio before their 

appointments are confirmed. Personal promotion procedures also require submission of a 

teaching portfolio, and in both cases sets of criteria related to teaching and learning have 

been developed. Assessment of teaching has become increasingly rigorous, and tenure and 

personal promotion have been withheld even at the level of full professor to individuals who 

have not met the criteria. It was noted in the final QEP Phase One report that, over the years, 

the approach of linking reward structures to staff development and concern for teaching and 

learning has largely overcome resistance to the introduction of teaching portfolios. 

Apart from the core areas of probation and personal promotion, participation in continuous 

staff development is largely left to the individual academic, as is considered to be appropriate 

in terms of the collegial institutional culture; and CHERTL reports that uptake of 

opportunities is high. For instance, since 2000 approximately 180 members of staff have 

completed the Assessors’ Course and 74 have completed a PGDip in Higher Education, both 

offered by CHERTL. These are impressive figures in view of the small size of the RU staff 

complement.   

Two Vice-Chancellor’s Teaching Awards are made annually.  

Regular student evaluation of teaching, with follow-up, is also in place. During the interview 

greater clarity was obtained about the use of student feedback data for course design and 

teaching improvement (reportedly collected twice yearly from all courses and managed by 

CHERTL). Student feedback about course design has a more public accountability function, 

while teaching-related feedback is more personal, and is addressed, in most instances, by the 

Dean.  By separating out the two types of data, CHERTL creates a safe space for individual 

teachers to develop and take risks. CHERTL offers support to lecturers whose students have 

raised concerns in course evaluations. 

THE APPROACH TAKEN TO IMPROVEMENT 
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Both the final QEP report and the interviews focused more on what is currently in place than 

on the institution’s approach to bringing about improvements. During the interview, 

CHERTL staff provided information about the impressive professional development 

activities they run, and about a few new developments undertaken during QEP Phase One. 

However, since they were the only interviewees present at the meeting on Focus Area 1, and 

they are not involved with structural issues such as workload, conditions of service, rewards 

and recognition and performance appraisal, it was difficult to get a sense of the approach 

being taken by the institution to bring about improvements in these areas, and indeed, 

whether improvements have been implemented in these areas during the past 18 months. 

IMPROVEMENTS UNDERTAKEN AND PROGRESS MADE 

CHERTL staff reported during the interviews that a significant development over the past 

few years has been a substantial change in academics’ attitudes and responses to professional 

development: attitudes have moved from an almost derisive approach in the past towards an 

extremely positive sense of recognition and appreciation for what is offered. They said that 

this is especially true of new academics, who have indicated to them that they are very 

impressed by what RU has to offer in terms of academic support for growth and 

development. As a result of the changes in perception, it is no longer only new staff who are 

attending the courses, but also some senior staff and HODs.  

In the RU model of staff development, CHERTL staff are experts in Higher Education rather 

than in discipline-based teaching, although they work hard to understand at a theoretical level 

the difference between the disciplines. Efforts are being made to develop expertise in 

teaching and learning within Faculties. For instance, peers in faculties now assess the extent 

to which their colleagues who have applied for probation and personal promotion have met 

criteria related to teaching (with two assessors for each set of evidence). This has enabled 

the sharing of the assessment criteria, as related to specific disciplines, and some 

development of how the evidence for teaching may be understood in context.  

Since 2012 Rhodes has received Teaching Development Grants, some of which is used to 

help academic staff develop their teaching portfolios and attend teaching-related events, as 

well as supporting work in the area of the SOTL. 

An important institutional development is the curriculum review for 2016, requested by the 

Vice-Chancellor, which was mentioned during the interviews, and which is to be led by the 

Deans. However, details about this review (which is presumably still under development) 

were not presented. 

The protests of 2015, especially in the early part of the year, have impacted on the work of 

CHERTL, which has now become increasingly focused on de-colonisation of the curriculum, 

including pedagogies. This has led to the development of a collection of resources for the 

PhD in Higher Education Studies programme entitled “Resources from the Global South”, 

available on RUConnected (RU’s online learning platform) and the introduction of regular 
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“Curriculum Conversations”.  A wide range of disciplines, primarily from Humanities and 

Science, has become involved in these conversations. 

An interesting development in the Faculty of Science has been the establishment of a Faculty 

Teaching and Learning Special Interest Group. In 2013 the Dean of Science convened a 

“Teaching and Learning Colloquium” for faculty members. The success of this led to the 

interest group being established, which, according to the University, has heightened the 

awareness of the attractiveness of discipline-focused teaching and learning events to 

academics in the faculty. Other faculties were said to have indicated an interest in this type 

of activity, but no detail was provided in the report. In the interviews, other examples were 

given of departmental and faculty-based teaching and learning initiatives, such as in the 

Department of Journalism, which has a Curriculum Forum, and in the Faculty of Science, 

which has appointed a Deputy Dean: Teaching and Learning. 

A further interesting development in the Faculty of Science has been its approach to 

workload management, whereby new academics are allocated about half a teaching load to 

enable them to get a research career started, work with community engagement and develop 

their teaching. It was unclear whether such an approach (which follows the nGAP model of 

the DHET) is also being implemented in other Faculties.  

For staff who are not engaged in the promotion process, performance appraisal is not a 

formal, single event by a line manager but is ongoing through, for example, peer appraisal, 

course reports, external examination reports, departmental workshops, inter-colleague 

interaction, and mentoring of junior by senior colleagues, complemented by the range of 

courses offered by CHERTL.  However, little further detail was made available on the 

Faculty initiatives. (In the interviews, for instance, it was stated that some departments run 

mentoring programmes for new staff but not all. This is something which CHERTL would 

like to see implemented.) 

To date, the University indicated that it has not been particularly successful in producing 

analyses of student performance that can inform development work, both with academics 

and students, largely because of a lack of capacity in the area of institutional planning.  

Recently, this has improved, and analyses on student performance to inform development 

work with academics and students are being produced and have provided useful insights into 

which kinds of students perform in different ways. This has led to the development of a 

proposal for institutional level research and funding has been identified. 

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER IMPROVEMENT 

While mentoring is available to young academics in some departments, all young academics 

need support. The panel strongly recommends that all young academics should be allocated 

a mentor, at least for the first year or two, and that all young academics should be allocated 

reduced teaching loads so they can develop their skills as both university teachers and 

researchers. It is suggested that this be university policy and not left to the discretion of 
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individual department heads. The financial implications for such a policy would need to be 

addressed. 

New heads of department need specific knowledge and skills to perform well in this role. 

There was no indication that formal training is offered at institutional level for new HODs, 

Given the large number of departments at RU and important role HODs play, the panel 

suggests that RU run regular HOD training activities. The University of the Western Cape 

has an interesting model for annual new HOD training. 

CHERTL does excellent work across the university. In order to embed and contextualise the 

work further, there is scope for more discipline-focused educational development and 

research and communities of practice, involving departmentally-based education specialists 

who are academics involved in the teaching of their disciplines. The University of the 

Western Cape can provide useful examples of how to promote discipline-specific 

educational development and scholarship. 

The university may wish to consider developing a continuous professional development 

framework. The non-mandatory approach to professional development does mean that some 

staff may never participate in any teaching development. With no formal performance 

appraisal system, there may be academics who do not engage in teaching development, apart 

from the occasions when they apply for promotion.  

Where problems related to teaching surface, it appears that much of the remediation, where 

indicated, occurs at the level of an individual lecturer. Although the panel were informed 

that there is staff resistance to a formal performance management system, it is suggested that 

the university consider institutionalising some form of required discussion once or twice a 

year between each academic and his or her line manager, as happens in some faculties. In 

addition to addressing individual lecturer’s developmental needs, heads of department and 

deans would then be able to identify issues proactively that need to be addressed at levels 

beyond individual lecturers, such as course content, admission criteria or assessment 

methods or frequency.  In addition, a mechanism for feeding information back to students 

about how their evaluations have been used to address their concerns and bring about 

improvements would be useful, even if the feedback is given to a new group of students in 

the following year. 

It is also suggested that RU consider implementing some means of ensuring that innovative 

and successful developments in some faculties, or departments, are given publicity and 

considered for broader implementation, as appropriate, to other environments. 

The Institutional Development Plan includes specific mention of the need to enhance 

university teaching as a core academic activity, and also of the need to ‘recognise, reward 

and celebrate teaching which promotes the goals of the University’. While many activities 

support this goal, no mention was made of an overarching university-wide Teaching and 

Learning Policy or Strategy. Such a document would be useful to provide coherence among 

the activities and linkages between the different structures. A related suggestion is that the 
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university develop a framework for professional development of academics. Such an 

approach might help address the challenge mentioned in the interviews of staff at the top of 

the academic hierarchy who are no longer eligible for personal promotion and choose not to 

further develop their teaching, an attitude that can send an inappropriate message to young 

academics. 

OVERALL COMMENTS ON WHAT THE INSTITUTION HAS DONE AND IS 

DOING TO IMPROVE IN THIS FOCUS AREA. 

RU undoubtedly has a well-deserved reputation for excellence in the field of staff 

development. The institution is urged to continue its efforts in this field, and also to consider 

how to ensure the sustainability of current approaches to staff development in the context of 

possible growth in the size of RU. 

 

3. FOCUS AREA 2: ENHANCING STUDENT SUPPORT AND 

DEVELOPMENT  

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

counselling, student performance monitoring and referral) 

THE INSTITUTION’S STRENGTHS 

From the reports and interviews it is evident that RU has a long tradition of engaging in the 

career and academic support of students at various levels, with support provided by both 

academics and student support staff. Student academic support is provided in different ways 

in the discipline (faculty) and via a monitoring system in the residences. Similar support is 

also available for Oppidan (day) students. Non-academic support is provided through the 

Division of Student Support, with its four Centres: Health Care; Career Centre; HIV and 

Aids; Counselling Centre. 

Career and curriculum advising 

Curriculum advising is seen as an academic function and is therefore generally undertaken 

by the Faculty Deans; the relatively limited student numbers allow this to be done on an 

individual basis. The Deans reported in the interviews that this means that they spend a good 

deal of time crafting appropriate curricula for students as they embark on their degrees or 

encounter problems along the way. Sometimes advice extends to a change in study direction, 

depending on the problems faced. 

The Career Centre provides individual career counselling as well as workshops on a variety 

of issues related to securing employment. Considerable career counselling is included in O- 

Week (Orientation), with all departments giving talks to introduce students to the disciplines 

before they make their curriculum choices. Activities involving the Career Centre also 

include an annual Graduate Placement Programme/ Career Fair and the Law Faculty’s 

‘Market Day’ as opportunities to engage with potential employers.    

Life skills and academic development 
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As regards academic support, the approach is one of close collaboration with academic staff 

to ensure that student development becomes ‘infused’ into mainstream disciplinary courses. 

RU has for many years run an extensive tutorial system across all departments and all 

faculties, further extended in some faculties by practicals. While interviewees indicated that 

tutorials and practical systems certainly contribute to student success, management feels that 

there is room for improvement in both areas.  To this end, in 2014 Teaching Development 

Grant funds were used to employ a post-doctoral researcher to evaluate the current system 

with the aim of making recommendations for improvement.  

Critical to student support is the week-long orientation programme (O-week) provided at the 

start of each academic year. Much of the programme is about orientation into the university 

community, especially for those students who choose to live in one of the university 

residences. There are also sessions about social issues such as HIV/Aids and alcohol. But an 

aspect that the university considers to be crucially important is the emphasis on introducing 

the various courses available and the encouragement given to students to re-evaluate their 

subject choices and explore changes if necessary. In addition to lectures, one on one meetings 

with Deans and Deans’ advisors are facilitated. The orientation programme is evaluated 

annually by eliciting feedback from incoming students and from those involved in running 

the programme.  

The well-run residence system (with 72% of first and second year students accommodated) 

offers a good vehicle for student support, both academic and non-academic, with students 

receiving personal attention from the system of hall, house and sub-wardens. The 42 

residences are conceptualised as living and learning spaces. House wardens interview every 

student following the mid-year examination period, identify academic and personal 

problems that might be impacting on performance, offer encouragement and advice, or refer 

students appropriately, e.g. to the Counselling Centre. Quality of residence life surveys are 

run regularly. From 2014, Teaching Development Grant funding has been used to enhance 

these residential structures with the introduction of a mentoring system involving senior 

students, who act as mentors, and academic staff, who serve as facilitators in the programme. 

RU seeks to ensure that Oppidan (day) students experience the same level of care: wardens 

and subwardens are appointed for ‘Oppies’, and they run an orientation programme for first 

year Oppies, which is considered to be a well-functioning system.  

Support structures were said to be in place for senior students, although little further detail 

was provided. Senior students are encouraged to manage clubs, societies, sporting events, 

etc., which allows them to develop important skills. 

RU has a Disability Policy, but interviewees indicated that universal access is not yet seen 

as a priority. 

Excellent student performance at the university is recognised and awarded, through the 

Rhodes Investec Top 100 programme, for students who take on leadership, sports, academic 



Report : Rhodes University  14 

 

excellence and entrepreneurial roles. Student success rates have been above the national 

average for some years. 

THE APPROACH TAKEN TO IMPROVEMENT 

With the funding made available through the Teaching Development Grant, a number of new 

initiatives have been introduced. These may be Faculty-specific and hence driven by a 

faculty (such as the Science augmented degrees, or the appointment of academic trainees in 

Accounting), or they may be initiatives open to all Faculties and located centrally (such as 

the Writing Intensive Programme, and the associated ‘Unzip your Knowledge’ show).  As 

with professional development, student support is managed through a ’collegial’ approach, 

with no compulsion or overarching institutional policy. 

At the same time, the final institutional submission noted that, following the 2015 student 

protests, a significant shift is taking place in relation to the need to mainstream holistic 

student support, which will, of necessity, impact on approaches to improvement at RU. 

Student support can no longer be understood as support for intellectual progress divorced 

from issues of identity and students’ ‘being’, but needs to focus on both the academic 

development of students and also on their understanding of who they are in the context of a 

university. In this way student identity needs to become central to the teaching and learning 

endeavours of the institution. This shift is welcomed, and seen as overdue, by those driving 

student support at RU. 

IMPROVEMENTS UNDERTAKEN AND PROGRESS MADE 

Career and curriculum advising 

As the institution is confident that the current system works well there do not appear to have 

been improvements undertaken in the existing system of career and curriculum advising. As 

indicated above, this is managed by the Career Centre and the Deans jointly, with the Deans 

focusing on academic aspects.  The Career Centre addresses the more general aspects of 

career counselling, and students of all years can access these services. Career guidance is not 

integrated into academic courses, but is voluntary, and it is taken up by about 1800 students 

per year. 

Life skills and academic development 

There have been some significant developments in this area, generally with support from the 

Teaching Development Grant. 

The Faculty of Science has long offered four-year extended curricula, as well as the regular 

three year degrees. A further alternative route through the qualification has now been 

introduced, by means of a number of Augmenting Courses, which are delivered by 

experienced tutors (appointed at lecturer level) and provide tuition in addition to that offered 

by mainstream lecturers, including study skills. Augmenting Courses now allow students to 

begin a mainstream curriculum at a slower pace and with additional support. Three courses 
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in the Faculty of Science have been augmented: Cell Biology 101, Earth Science 101 and 

Chemistry 1.  

While the university considers that the availability of Augmenting Courses is impacting 

positively on success rates, attendance at augmenting sessions has not always been 

consistent. From 2016, therefore, attendance and performance on tasks set in the augmenting 

portion will be a DP requirement for any student registered for the Augmenting Course, to 

ensure that the additional tuition meets its intended goals. 

‘Academic Trainees’ have been employed in Accounting, using Teaching Development 

Grant funding. They are interns who are currently training as Chartered Accountants and 

support undergraduate teaching in universities. One of the aims of the project is to encourage 

participants to consider a career in academia. Improvements in pass rates over the past few 

years suggests that their input has contributed significantly to better performance in certain 

courses. 

An important innovation over the past two years has been the Writing Intensive Course 

Project (WIP), which aims to build support for the development of writing in mainstream 

classes. The intervention is led by a coordinator with a doctoral degree in academic writing, 

and the intention at the outset of the Project was to build a ‘ladder’ of Writing Intensive 

courses in Faculties, as writing demands change according to levels of seniority.  Over time, 

however, there has been a focus on interventions at first year level, hitherto involving around 

30 academics and at least 12 departments. The coordinator advises lecturers as to tasks that 

can support students’ literacy development in their specific discipline, and makes available 

writing respondents to assist students in these tasks. Uptake of opportunities in relation to 

the Writing Intensive Course Project has not been as extensive as was hoped, although it has 

now spread from Humanities into some other Faculties.   

Associated with the WIP is the annual ‘Unzip your Knowledge’ show for first year students, 

offered at the start of the second quarter. ‘Unzip’ is based on the RULearning Guide, and is 

a piece of educational theatre which dramatises, and thus makes overt, practices conducive 

to academic learning and particularly to writing; these include the modelling of literacy 

practices. ‘Unzip’ was offered for the first time in 2014 and immediately attracted large 

audiences, including senior students; in 2015 it was updated and produced for the second 

time, and included discussion groups in the residences. The show is now the object of an 

academic research project, with a paper already presented at an international conference in 

July 2015. A request has been made by the organisers of the 2016 ICED/Heltasa Conference, 

to be held in November 2016, for the show to be offered as a plenary session, which will 

make it known to universities across Southern Africa. 

As regards student development, RU is seeking to achieve holistic development, and 

envisages an integrated approach to academic study and other developmental areas 

(Community Engagement, clubs and societies, SRC, sport etc.). The university considers 
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residence as the best hub to bring the academic, social and emotional worlds of students 

together, and RU seeks to place as many first year students as possible in residence. 

Approaches to developing computer literacy courses are discussed under Focus area 3. 

 

Counselling 

The Counselling Centre offers free support to all registered students. It is open daily from 8 

to 5, and support is available on call 24/7. The Centre is well utilised.  The focus is on short- 

term support, and on what the student needs right now to manage academically, socially and 

emotionally; where necessary referrals are made. Workshops (on study skills, stress 

management and other life skills) are offered after hours if requested, e.g. by the residences. 

A peer counselling programme exists with wellness leaders (both residence and Oppidan), 

students who can have their “ears on the ground” to help the Counselling centre.  These 

students receive ongoing training and skills development and meet every week. The students 

introduce themselves during residence meetings and invite students to speak to them, as 

opposed to being allocated to a peer counsellor. Peer counsellors receive certificates for their 

participation.   

Student performance monitoring and referral 

To date, Rhodes University has not implemented a campus-wide student performance 

monitoring and referral system. A new system for recording the results of continuous 

assessment has been developed, although challenges still exist in getting departments to use 

it optimally. The intention is that all student assessments, including formative assessment 

from tutorials, class tests, assignments and examinations, will be captured on this central 

system.  Once this system is running, it will be possible to monitor students’ progress more 

efficiently.  

At present Deans monitor performance after the June examination period.  If students are 

unable to pass at least half of the courses for which they are registered, they are issued with 

a warning that explains the consequences of continued poor performance and encourages 

them to discuss their academic performance with the Dean. In interviews which result, the 

focus is on what the student might do differently in the second semester.  It is often the case 

that students are referred to the Counselling Centre. The November examination results are 

analysed in relation to the award of degrees, for placing students on probation for poor 

performance and, in extreme cases, for academic exclusion.  In addition, top performers are 

identified. 

All formal courses have “Duly Performed” (DP) requirements which have to be met in order 

for students to qualify to write the exams. While seldom used punitively, DPs provide an 

important incentive for students to keep up to date with coursework during the term, 

including the submission of tutorial exercises, attendance at tutorials, and achieving the 
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required marks in class tests and essays. ‘DP’ requirements, supported by the tutorial system, 

thus provide an additional means of tracking student progress on an on-going basis.  

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER IMPROVEMENTS 

While the panel recognised the important role that Deans play in student performance 

monitoring and support, it was suggested that a system for monitoring student progress and 

students at risk during the semester may be required to accommodate future growth of the 

institution. There was consensus during the interview that RU could look more closely at the 

monitoring process, for possible further development. For instance, it might add value if 

student performance were monitored prior to the June examinations, as the current 

scheduling might be too late for underperforming students to make a success of the year. 

Obtaining qualitative student feedback about the impact of tutorials offered across the 

faculties is highly advisable. This could further inform the design and implementation, and 

improve student participation and response to the tutorials.  

Research into the impact of the work provided by the academic trainees (interns) in 

Accounting on student performance beyond examination marks is suggested.  

The panel acknowledged the strong focus of RU on first year students and the value of the 

orientation week.  At the same time, it was suggested that a First Year Experience approach 

might strengthen this focus further, and that the centre for the First Year Experience at the 

University of Johannesburg would be an excellent source of information.  

Similarly, the development of a holistic institutional framework for student support and 

development might promote coherence and allow gaps to be identified, while at the same 

time accommodating individual faculty focus as appropriate to their environment. 

The panel recommended that RU consider implementing a system for a co-curricular 

transcript, which could formally recognise the work done in a variety of student leadership 

roles. This might be of assistance to graduates in job applications. Peer Counsellors and 

tutors could also obtain formal recognition for their work. NMU provides a useful example 

of how this could be done. 

OVERALL COMMENTS ON WHAT THE INSTITUTION HAS DONE AND IS 

DOING TO IMPROVE IN THIS FOCUS AREA. 

The panel commended RU for the excellent work being done in this focus area, which is 

undoubtedly also contributing to the good student performance, and urges the institution to 

consider innovative ways of further optimising their support to students. However, in the 

absence of student participation in the interview and also, apparently, in the writing of the 

final report, the panel could not get a sense of students’ views of the university’s approach 

to student support and development. 
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4. FOCUS AREA 3: ENHANCING THE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT  

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

enabled tools and resources, library facilities) 

THE INSTITUTION’S STRENGTHS 

The institution is aware of teaching space challenges and is seeking innovative methods of 

addressing these, in order to ensure the provision of quality learning environments. Examples 

from the past few years have been the Commerce Curriculum Project, which successfully 

replaced one period per week with ICT-enabled learning; some reconfiguration of the 

timetable, to free up additional space during the full day; and more generally an increased 

use of ICTs. 

An ongoing building programme has been enabled by means of the DHET infrastructure 

grants. Especially significant was the large extension to Library facilities which was 

completed in 2011 and has provided an Information Commons, a Research Commons, group 

study rooms and reading rooms and a 24-hour study space. In addition, this has raised the 

awareness of new possibilities for the creative use of learning spaces on campus. For 

instance, thought is now being given to the availability of space in the residences (e.g. the 

common rooms), to be used as study spaces. 

RU’s well-run ICT infrastructure is part of the TENET routing ring, with backups and fail 

safes.  

General comment 

Poor performance in the Makana Municipality is impacting seriously on what can be done 

in this focus area, with major challenges regarding water supply and electricity provision. 

The University has worked with the Presidential Infrastructure Co-ordinating Committee 

regarding the water supply and this engagement has been supportive and largely fruitful.  

Nonetheless, a campus closure plan is being developed as it is recognized that, should a 

major outage occur, it may be necessary to send students home. As regards the electricity 

supply, some generators have been purchased, but the costs are prohibitive. 

A report by the CSIR shows that the infrastructure of the campus suffers from a maintenance 

backlog of billions of rands. Historically, funding has been diverted from maintenance to 

fund students. This is now felt to be at crisis point. 

THE APPROACH TAKEN TO IMPROVEMENT 

Productive use has been made of DHET infrastructure grants. 

The maintenance and ongoing upgrade of teaching venues is managed by the Lecture Venues 

Committee (LVC), a sub-committee of the Senate Committee on Teaching and Learning. 

This committee works with its own budget and has a venue maintenance policy.   However, 

concerns were expressed in the interviews that there is too little interaction between the 

academic and support sectors, such as the Information Technology Division. It was felt that 

teaching and learning needs to be clearly positioned by means of a Teaching and Learning 
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Strategy, which the various Support Divisions could then systematically support. A new 

Directorate of Information and Technology Services (ITS) has now been established, so 

hopefully this gap will receive attention. 

IMPROVEMENTS UNDERTAKEN AND PROGRESS MADE 

Teaching and learning spaces 

During the past two years, two new buildings were completed to accommodate Life Sciences 

and the School of Languages. Inspired by the new Library Building, this opportunity was 

used to explore different types of space usage, such as the inclusion of common space areas, 

which, in turn, is now resulting in more creative refurbishments. There is a shift away from 

building new large lecture venues in favour of flexible spaces which can be used in a number 

of ways. Many old buildings now have common or seminar rooms for use by students or 

postgraduates, and residence space is being used for learning purposes. 

There is a lecture venue committee, which reports to the Senate Teaching and Learning 

Committee, but it is comprised of academics only, with no support staff. In the interview the 

need was identified for a broader forum in which to discuss how space is conceptualised as 

contributing to learning, within the framework of an institutional Teaching and Learning 

Strategy, and how the various support divisions can work together with academics to support 

learning. 

It was agreed that it is necessary to enhance the management of space, in close collaboration 

with the academic sector, to ensure optimal utilisation. Traditionally lectures have taken 

place in the mornings and practicals in the afternoons, which means that a number of spaces 

are not in use all day. Another problem is that staff may request venues but then not always 

make use of them, or not in all allocated periods. A new facilities management system is 

being put in place to interrogate the use of space to a greater degree; however, there have 

been substantial delays in implementation.  

ICT infrastructure and access, technology-enabled tools and resources 

Although not yet ubiquitous, Wi-Fi connectivity is expanding across campus. There is now 

connectivity in each residence, most buildings have one or two points, there are some 

outdoor hotspots and there is a big drive to equip lecture venues. 

Given that the University considers that its ICT services are very well-run, challenges and 

opportunities for development relate primarily to the use of technology for teaching and 

learning, from the perspective of teaching staff and students. Increasing use is being made 

of the university’s Moodle-based learning management system, Camtasia (an application for 

recording lectures) and social media. Some departments have begun to use e-books, which 

students have received positively. 

However, during the interviews the opinion was expressed that it is essential that a teaching 

and learning model should precede, and lead, the provision of new technologies. New 

technologies, including mobile devices, should not be used simply because they are there, 
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but rather in order to support learning. Academics should lead the way.  It was felt that this 

is not happening at present. The newly appointed Coordinator of the Educational 

Technologies Unit has been given the mandate to explore more innovative uses of ICTs. 

Although there are public computer laboratories on campus, the university indicated that 

students’ preference is for access to a personal device, and such access continues to mark 

social difference on campus.  To address this problem, RU has sought to ensure internet 

connection in all residence rooms, more computers in residences, and - by means of the 

‘digsnet’ system – access to the University’s internet from some buildings in town. The 

university hopes to further expand this latter approach.  

With regard to technology-enabled tools and resources, the institution has identified as a top 

strategic risk outdated monitoring systems, which percolate down to the level of business 

processes. Under the title of Modernisation, a process has been initiated to make sure that 

new processes are fit for purpose, with systems changing at a rapid rate (e.g. access to Library 

online, online booking of meals etc.). 

Library 

With the completion of the Library extension in 2011, RU now has a modern academic 

library. The Eastern Cape Consortium (SEALS) share a common library management system 

hosted by Rhodes I&T. There is thus resource sharing and savings, and usage statistics can 

be determined. Over the past four years there has been a very large increase in library usage. 

The Library is now considering further ways of supporting students. For instance, they are 

working on intellectual recreation support for residences, together with the Library 

representatives from the residences. For example, they are considering providing chess and 

board games in the residences for recreation time, and also building their DVD collection. 

Only a few departments are currently offering computer literacy, and, given the changes in 

student demographics, the Library considers this a real need. It has been holding some 

informal sessions in a designated library space. However, ideally a (credit-bearing, it is felt) 

computer literacy course should be instituted.  Setting up such a training programme would 

have to be a collaborative effort; and making it credit-bearing would have significant 

curriculum ramifications. Panel members and interviewees agreed that appropriate ways of 

developing students’ computer literacy should be explored further. 

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER IMPROVEMENTS 

On the basis of the interviews, it would appear that, to a large extent, academic and support 

structures operate in silos, and there are few opportunities for both sectors of the university 

community to engage with one another in a single platform. A greater sense of involvement 

of the whole university, including the support Divisions such as I&TS, IOF and the Library, 

in the approach to roll-out of the Institutional Plan is important. While strategic imperatives 

are rightly set by the academic leadership, closer involvement of support services than 

appears to be currently the case would enhance their ability to contribute optimally to roll-

out, as they clearly desire, and would contribute substantially to forward planning. A 
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Teaching and Learning Strategy should also address the university’s stance on technology-

enabled learning. 

Space constraints, particularly in relation to the availability of teaching venues, are likely to 

remain an issue, especially with further growth of the institution, but could be obviated 

somewhat through management of the timetable and space allocation. This could be done, 

for example, by re-planning the lecture timetable to allow for lectures at lunchtime (although 

the panel recognises the importance for a residential university of students having meals 

together), adding a later session and using laboratories and lecture venues in both the 

mornings and the afternoons, as happens at larger universities. Learning spaces created for 

the Oppidan students appear not to have much uptake and research to investigate this is 

suggested.  It is important to prioritise the implementation of the new facilities management 

system and associated monitoring. 

Understandings of the intersection between student learning and campus space are 

increasingly moving away from the prioritisation of teaching venues and looking to 

conceptualise the campus as a whole as a learning space. While RU appears to be giving 

some thought to this, the panel considers that the institution would benefit from a more 

comprehensive approach, possibly on the basis of a framework document around the role of 

space in changing understandings of student learning. 

The substantial backlogs in infrastructure maintenance need to be considered carefully and 

a financial plan of action developed.   

The management information system requires attention, particularly in view of rapid 

developments of capabilities of these technologies, the likely increase in size of the student 

intake, and the new uses to which this system is being put. 

The panel recommends that research on the usefulness of learning technologies to student 

users be conducted, and that this research should also check on what the students are doing 

when they log in, as data on the number of logins only is not an adequate measure of 

engagement with learning.  

The panel supports the suggestion that basic computer literacy should be offered to ensure 

that all students are well equipped to use computers for learning, as institutional policy.  

OVERALL COMMENTS ON WHAT THE INSTITUTION HAS DONE AND IS 

DOING TO IMPROVE IN THIS FOCUS AREA. 

The panel noted that the institution is seeking to deal with enormous challenges in a creative 

way, in the academic, social and infra-structural dimensions. 

 

5. FOCUS AREA 4: ENHANCING COURSE AND PROGRAMME 

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

courses3, throughput rates, management information systems) 

THE INSTITUTION’S STRENGTHS 

RU has a sound and well-run applications, admissions and registrations system. An 

integrated application system is in place, which allows students to apply for academic 

admission, financial aid and residence placement at the same time. Conditional offers are 

made and students are sent several information booklets between application and 

registration. Students are generally in class on the first day, which is commendable. 

Noteworthy also is the involvement of senior academics in ensuring that students have 

coherent curricula which will lead to completed degrees. Enrolment planning is almost 

always successful, and in practice there is very little oversubscribing. Detailed enrolment 

planning documents are produced and trends are carefully monitored. As a university of 

“first choice”, the admissions criteria are high. 

Deans play a key role in selection, registration and initial curriculum counselling. Monitoring 

of student performance and identification of at-risk students at the end of each semester is in 

place. This is also carried out primarily by the Deans, who are available to meet on a one-

on-one basis with underperforming students and to propose interventions. They also carry 

out a substantial amount of curriculum advising for students in their faculties. 

THE APPROACH TAKEN TO IMPROVEMENT 

An area for improvement identified by the university is the relatively small number of local 

students who apply. Challenges with recruiting students from the Eastern Cape are associated 

with the desperately poor school system, but also possibly with the image school leavers 

have of RU as being beyond their reach. However, the Registrar noted that progress is being 

made in recruiting increased numbers of black students from the region. A project in this 

regard has been initiated by the Vice-Chancellor.  

Given that the required policy framework already exists, there has been no further policy 

development. 

IMPROVEMENTS UNDERTAKEN AND PROGRESS MADE 

Recruitment, selections, admissions, placement 

An online applications system has recently been introduced and has increased the number 

(though not the quality) of applications. A recruitment officer is about to be appointed who 

will deal with queries through the on-line system. 

Approximately 20-23% of undergraduate students are international, and of South African 

students the majority come from Gauteng and KZN, rather than from the Eastern Cape. RU 

has long experienced a challenge in seeking to attract students from the Eastern Cape. Recent 

                                                 
3 “Gateway courses” are those courses that have a large impact on students’ ability to progress.  Typically they 

are prerequisites for other courses, and often they have large enrolments.  At many universities, examples of 

gateway courses are first year Mathematics and Economics.  In some cases, if students fail a gateway course they 

automatically have to extend their studies by one or two semesters. 
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efforts to address this challenge include the following: a recruitment officer has been visiting 

rural EC schools; the Admissions Office analyses the NSC results each year and targets the 

top achieving schools in the EC; the top ten learners of the top rural schools are brought onto 

campus every year, and learners are shown how to apply for admission and for financial aid. 

Initial statistics indicate that this initiative is proving successful. Recently the Vice-

Chancellor initiated a new project to target learners at local schools. Relationships have been 

developed between academic departments and local schools, and work is being done with 

both teachers and learners. A Maths Experience has been run with learners from Grade 8-12 

from Grahamstown and Port Alfred; a Maths and Science Club has been initiated. A research 

project has just been initiated to explore the impact of clubs. 

Placement in mainstream or in Extended Curriculum Degrees depends on NSC and NBT 

results, but all students register for the same qualification. Students with marginal results 

(particularly in Grade 12 Mathematics) can be placed on a hybrid programme. Placement is 

part of the acceptance process – the offer letter specifies acceptance into either the three year 

or four year programme; but this can change depending on subsequent performance. The 

Dean of Commerce indicated that he personally sees every student placed on the Extended 

Studies programme, and results are closely monitored.  

Monitoring of student performance and use of management information systems 

Reports on success and pass rates are prepared twice a year by faculties and presented to the 

Faculty Boards by Deans. Deans intervene if a drop in pass rate is noted, and staff are asked 

to interrogate, along with the Dean, why this has happened. The Dean of Commerce follows 

up by interacting with the departments when he hands over the data; he also interacts with 

outside entities such as SAICA. 

Warning letters are sent out as paper copies but are being replaced by emails.  Deans then 

meet with individual students to discuss poor performance and refer them for support as 

necessary, such as for workshops on note-taking, exam or study skills, or to the counselling 

centre. 

A new initiative is the introduction of an online monitoring system, which has so far been 

used on a voluntary basis. It involves departments capturing all assignment and test results, 

and the system then flags students who are underperforming across courses early on. Given 

that the system depends on departments entering the results timeously, its use has just been 

made compulsory, and, if necessary, will be enforced. Once up and running, this will be a 

rich data source for HoDs and Deans, and will flag struggling students. 

The warden system in residences also assists in flagging struggling students, and wardens 

can invite students to discuss their progress and recommend avenues for support. Wardens 

are required to invite students for interviews after the mid-year break. 

Gateway courses 
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Pass rates per course are presented to faculty boards twice a year. However, there do not 

appear to be institutional guidelines about what constitutes an acceptable pass rate and 

whether interventions are required if the pass rate is too low in a course.  

The Dean of Commerce offered the example of Accounting as a gateway course. 

Considerable support is available to students:  clinics are held throughout the first year, and 

from second year level up there are accounting trainees to assist students. A substantial 

intervention was put in place last year which has seen a big rise in third year students in 

2016.  

Other gateway courses that were mentioned in the reports include Cell Biology and 

Chemistry, which have been augmented. It is unclear whether RU has identified all gateway 

courses (these typically include first year Mathematics, Physics and Economics) for 

augmentation or other interventions. 

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER IMPROVEMENTS 

The panel recommends that Deans ensure Departmental compliance with the uploading of 

data into the performance management system, to allow this system to flag at risk students 

accurately. RU might then consider extending this system to accommodate any 

recommendations and referrals made, and student compliance with these, as well as inputs 

made by residence wardens.  

The university should also consider developing a coherent policy for monitoring pass rates 

in gateway courses, including expectations for interventions where the pass rates are below 

what the institution considers to be acceptable. 

OVERALL COMMENTS ON WHAT THE INSTITUTION HAS DONE AND IS 

DOING TO IMPROVE IN THIS FOCUS AREA. 

For the most part, RU appears to have well-functioning systems for this focus area. 

The engagement of the Deans in ensuring that students have coherent curricula, and in the 

management of underperformance, is commended, as are the initiatives to register more 

students from the Eastern Cape. 

 

6. SUMMARY  

Rhodes University operates on a collegial management model. Because of its relatively small 

size, information travels easily through the institution. The panel’s understanding is that 

many of its practices have been in place for a number of years and are passed on informally 

from one generation of staff to the next. Deans have a high level of autonomy in running 

their faculties, and play an active role in managing the affairs of the faculty. They also, 

unusually, are highly involved in student curriculum advising and guidance, which means 

that students get individual guidance from senior staff. 
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While high levels of satisfaction were expressed by senior management with the success of 

the management model, it will become increasingly difficult to maintain should the 

University wish to grow. Although the attention given to individual students is laudable, the 

very large number of small departments and the intense involvement of Deans with 

individual students results in a significant administrative load for many staff.  

Some of the committee structures seem to have originated in a much earlier time, do not have 

limited terms of membership and may no longer be fit for purpose. For example, the lecture 

venue committee has members who have been on it for many years, and the committee does 

not appear to deal with broad issues related to teaching and learning spaces. We therefore 

suggest that the university look with fresh eyes at its committee structures and how they 

support the implementation of its strategic goals. In doing this, it may be useful to look at 

how opportunities for enhanced collaboration among academic and support staff can be 

created. 

There was a strong sense among interviewees of  “this is how we do things here” and “we 

do not want to impose a one size fits all approach”, which allows for a great deal of latitude 

at department and faculty levels in what is done and how. We acknowledge that different 

faculties have different sub-cultures and imperatives, but there is value in promoting 

coherence at institutional level in areas that are key to the institution’s mission. Part of 

promoting coherence is to ensure that university structures facilitate synergies among various 

role players. Another part is the development of policies and strategies that, while providing 

a unifying vision, allow for differential implementation, in line with the collegial 

management model that is central to the modus operandi of Rhodes University. We therefore 

encourage the university to consider developing policies and strategies in areas that affect 

teaching and learning across the institution, such as a Teaching and Learning Strategy, a 

holistic Student Support and Development Strategy and a Space Utilisation Model that 

places learning at the centre. 

There are two concerns that we wish to raise. The first one is that, while a great deal of care 

and concern for students was expressed, the student voice was largely absent, certainly in 

the final QEP report and in the interviews. The second one is that, while pride in one’s 

institution is understandable, there is always a danger of becoming set in one’s ways. In 

general, there was little discussion of improvements being made, or of mechanisms for 

promoting continuous institutional improvement.  

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

Focus area 1: Enhancing academics as teachers. 

The significant role of CHERTL, both for academics at Rhodes and other South African 

universities, is commended. A range of intense and successful professional development 

programmes are offered, both formal (PGCHE) and informal (conversations about teaching); 

this is evidence of the perceived importance of teaching for academics at RU. The teaching 

initiatives are varied and extensive with voluntary uptake, but are also embedded in the 
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institution through probation and promotion requirements. A new initiative has emerged in 

response to the student protests: the discussions about de-colonising the curriculum.  

While CHERTL does excellent work, there appears to be scope for more discipline-focused 

educational development and research and communities of practice, involving 

departmentally-based academics who have an interest in discipline-based SOTL. The 

collaborative relationship with CHERTL and academics from various specialisations is 

recognised; this is being further extended into co-supervision of post graduate students of 

education-focused research projects, and into SOTL projects. A current strength is that peer 

academics are also involved in teaching appraisal, which is one means of building the 

necessary discipline-focused educational expertise. 

RU’s collegial approach to management is apparent in this focus area. For instance, RU has 

not found it necessary to develop an institutional workload model, nor an institutional 

performance appraisal system. Both workload allocation and the monitoring of teaching 

quality operate at Departmental or Faculty level. While some examples of good practice were 

given in this regard, and the panel was assured that these matters work well in practice, the 

institution is urged to consider some institutional-level framework, or guidelines, to ensure 

effective and equitable human capacity management and development.  

One area where this could be highly beneficial is in the management of new academics. The 

nGap programme (which includes a mentoring and support plan) offers an excellent model 

for the professional development of junior staff (this appears to be being implemented, to 

some extent, in one Faculty), and the panel urges RU to consider implementing this more 

widely, specifically with regard to mentoring and to initial reduced teaching loads. This 

should be university policy and not left to the discretion of individual department heads.  

It is further suggested that RU consider developing an institutional strategy or framework 

for teaching and learning that incorporates quality assurance, and a continuous professional 

development framework that is applicable to all academics. In this way, quality assurance 

practices as they affect teaching could be gradually developed into policy and implemented 

equitably across all faculties, and professional development could be reflected as part of 

every academic’s workload. 

To sum up, as a result of the highly devolved management model used at Rhodes, there are 

pockets of good practice that are not necessarily known or shared across the university. 

While contexts across faculties undoubtedly vary, the institution would benefit from a wider 

sharing and some standardisation of good practices.  

Focus area 2: Enhancing student support and development 

Much excellent work has been done in this area, as well as some important innovations 

during the period covered by Phase One of the QEP. The provision of a Teaching 

Development Grant has enabled the offering of varied student support initiatives, including: 

several Augmenting Courses; the Writing Intensive Course Project; support tutorials; and 

academic trainees to support the teaching of specialist subjects. Extensive student support in 
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terms of the identification of curriculum and career paths is provided by the Deans and  

student support services. In addition, the excellent residence scheme and O-Week contribute 

substantially to student success and satisfaction. 

However the panel would urge RU to move beyond an approach based primarily on 

individual good practices (which may be more or less strongly implemented in different 

Faculties and Departments) to an overarching institutional approach that provides a holistic 

framework for student support and development. This would promote coherence and allow 

gaps to be identified, while at the same time accommodating individual Faculty focuses as 

appropriate to their environment. An important component of such a framework could be a 

First Year Experience programme, within which the current O-Week would be embedded. 

It is suggested that RU consult the National Resource Centre for the First Year Experience 

and Students in Transition at the University of Johannesburg for further information.  While 

RU’s completion rates are undoubtedly at the high end of the South Africa higher education 

sector, given the current debates around student completion rates, RU might nevertheless 

wish to explore the reasons why this rate is not higher, especially given the high levels of 

support and individual attention their current students enjoy, as well as the high entrance 

criteria. 

At the same time, growth in student numbers at RU is clearly being anticipated, with what 

will undoubtedly be an increase in diversity in the student body (for instance, through the 

current attempts to attract working class students from the institution’s local surroundings). 

The RU baseline submission identifies institutional culture as “one of our greatest 

challenges”, and notes, “It therefore becomes a priority for academic teachers to be able to 

appreciate the diverse array of understandings and practices which students bring to their 

learning, for them to be able to challenge, in constructive ways, those understandings and 

practices that are not productive for academic learning and to be able to build on those which 

are productive.” The panel would therefore encourage RU to explore ways in which 

increasingly diverse student groups will be accommodated and student strengths used to 

enhance learning. The curriculum project proposed by the Vice-Chancellor would doubtless 

form part of such deliberations. 

Focus area 3: Enhancing the learning environment 

Within the context of new building projects and refurbishments, RU is beginning to 

reconsider its use of space, and is seeking to move towards more flexible use of available 

space. 

The University has a very well-run ICT infrastructure and services, and Wi-Fi, while not yet 

ubiquitous, is being rolled out. Staff are increasingly exploring the use of technology and 

social media for teaching and learning, although use of the learning management system is 

not universal, and there seems to be no university-wide policy or vision that addresses the 

role of technology in enhancing learning. Access to the internet is a key element of RU’s 

understanding of a quality learning environment. Use of the current learning platform, 

RUConnected, appears to be fairly static, and the incoming Coordinator of the Educational 
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Technologies Unit has been given the mandate to explore the use of ICTs for learning beyond 

these current approaches. While many students own a personal device, others do not, and 

RU is seeking to manage this substantial challenge by placing additional devices in 

residences. 

Use of the modernised Library has increased substantially, and Library staff are currently 

exploring possibilities of intellectual recreation support for students, as well as the 

introduction of computer literacy courses. 

The panel would like to make the following suggestions for consideration by the institution: 

1. Closer involvement of the various Support Divisions (such as I&TS, IOF and the 

Library) in the rollout of the Institutional Plan would considerably enhance their 

ability to contribute to achievement of institutional goals, which they feel is currently 

not happening; RU is urged to give urgent attention to facilitating this. Similarly, 

closer collaboration of the Lecture Venues Committee with the ICT Division is 

recommended. 

2. More careful management of the timetable and space allocation to ensure that 

teaching venues, including lecture venues and laboratories, are used optimally 

throughout the day. Such management should preferably be located within a 

framework document around the role of space in changing understandings of student 

learning, to enable a more comprehensive and pedagogically-informed approach to 

space utilisation. 

3. A review of the student management system, particularly in view of rapid 

developments of capabilities of these technologies, the likely increase in size of the 

student intake, and the new uses to which this system needs to be put. 

4. Research on the usefulness of learning technologies, and on student use of the 

available technologies. 

5. The introduction of computer literacy courses or courses in which the development 

of computer literacy is explicitly addressed. Consideration should be given to 

whether these should be positioned as compulsory and/ or as credit-bearing, given 

wide disparities in the abilities of incoming students to use devices for learning. 

Focus area 4: Enhancing course and programme enrolment management 

The panel would like to commend RU for its sound and well-run applications, admissions 

and registrations system, and its successful approach to enrolment planning. It is particularly 

noteworthy that senior academics are involved in ensuring that students register valid 

curricula which lead to completed degrees. Attempts to increase the numbers of students 

from the Eastern Cape are also commended. 

The academic monitoring and support system (with the Deans again playing a key role) is 

clearly working within certain faculties. With student numbers likely to increase, the present 
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approach to monitoring and support on an individual basis may no longer be possible, and 

the panel welcomes the introduction of an online monitoring system, and supports current 

efforts to make the use of this system compulsory for all Departments and Faculties. Once 

this online system is fully able to flag at-risk students, consideration could then be given to 

expanding the system to allow student compliance with recommendations made also to be 

monitored. 

The panel recommends that an institutional level approach to monitoring and addressing 

student performance in gateway courses is developed to provide an overarching framework 

for the current faculty-based initiatives, in order to improve student progression and 

completion. 

In conclusion 

The panel commends RU on excellent work being done in many of the focus areas, and 

wishes the institution further successes as it continues on this journey. 
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APPENDIX: Programme 

 

 

 

 

 

PROGRAMME 

HEQC Visit Wednesday, 9 March 2016 

Library Meeting Room, Level 4 

 

08h30 – 09h30  Senior Management 

Dr. Chrissie Boughey (DVC Academic & Student Affairs). Deans:  Prof 

Tom Martin (Humanities), Prof Tony Booth (Science), Prof Dave Sewry 

(Commerce), Prof George Wells (Acting Dean of Pharmacy), Prof Di 

Wilmot (Education), Prof Rosaan Kruger, Law) 

09h45 – 11h05  Enhancing Academics as Teachers 

Dr Lynn Quinn (HOD, CHERTL) & CHERTL staff members: Dr. Jo-

Anne Vorster, Dr. Sue Southwood, Dr. Amanda Hlengwa (80 mins) 

11h05 – 11h30 TEA 

11h30 – 12h50 Enhancing Student Support & Development 

Ms. Veronica Israel (Student Services Manager), Ms. Sarah Green 

(Careers Centre), Ms. Nomangwane Mrwetyana (Counselling Centre), 

Prof Lynn Quinn (HOD CHERTL), Dr. Carol Thomson (Co-ordinator, 

WIP Project), Ms. Karen Ellery (Co-ordinator, Science Extended 

Programme), Ms Joyce Sewry (Deputy Dean of Science, Teaching & 

Learning) (80 mins) 

12h50 – 13h30  LUNCH 

13h30 – 14h50 Enhancing the Learning Environment 

Ms. Renee Marx (Ed Tech, CHERTL), Ms. Natalie Ripley (Director, 

Information & Technology Services),  Ms. Ujala Sagtoor (Director, Library 

Services), Dr. Iain L’Ange (Executive Director,  Finance, Infrastructure & 

Operations. (80 mins) 

14h50 – 15h00 TEA 

 

15h00 – 16h20 Enhancing Course & Programme Enrolment 

Dr. Stephen Fourie (Registrar), Ms Desiree Wicks (Manager, Student 

Bureau), Prof Dave Sewry (Dean of Commerce) (80 mins) 

16h20 – 16h50  Feedback to Senior Management 

 


