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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. 

 

1.  INTRODUCTION (suggested length 2-5 pages) 

Indicate how the report was prepared.  Include a list of the people that were 

involved, their designations and their roles in the preparation of the report. 

 

The Directorate for Institutional Research and Academic Planning (DIRAP), as 

responsible for the QEP and related activities, led the preparation of this 

document. Given DIRAP’s structure and its role at the University it was easy for it 

to access the information required. The Directorate comprises three units namely, 

Academic Planning and Systems (APS), responsible for programme accreditation 

and under which the Quality Enhancement office resides; Institutional Information 

Systems (IIS) responsible for management of HEMIS data and the university data 

through PeopleSoft; and Monitoring and Institutional Research (MIR) responsible 

for the implementation of a framework for monitoring, and the conduct of 

qualitative research and the undertaking of evaluation. Various policy and 

procedure documents, the University’s website, and reports and plans relevant to 

the UFS were used as points of departure or reference in compiling this 

institutional submission. Contributions in relation to this report came from the 

following offices: 

Dr Lis Lange: Vice-Rector Academic 

Ms Lise Kriel: Acting Senior Director DIRAP/Monitoring and Institutional Research 

(MIR) 

Dr Saretha Brüssow: Academic Planning and Systems (APS)  

Mr Jacques Botha: Institutional Information Systems (IIS) 

Ms Beate Gadinger: Quality Enhancement (APS) 

Prof Francois Strydom: Director Centre for Teaching and Learning (CTL) 

 

 



University of the Free State 

2 | P a g e  

 

2.  FOCUS AREA 1: ENHANCING ACADEMICS AS TEACHERS (suggested length 10-20 

pages) Includes: professional development, reward and recognition, workload, 

conditions of service and performance appraisal.  

 

2.1  Summarise what the university considers to be the key issues in enhancing 

academics as teachers in one or two paragraphs. 

 

The University considers the key issues in enhancing academics as teachers to be 

in terms of activities related to professional development, reward and recognition 

and workload.  

 

In the case of professional development, newly appointed academics are required 

to participate in induction programmes. These activities are often once-off or of 

short duration. Moreover, professional development activities and the time 

required to participate, needs to be accommodated within the teaching and 

research workloads of academics. Seminars, workshops, and training of various 

kinds, do not necessarily include formal qualifications and/or accredited 

competency based credit-bearing short learning programmes and/or continuous 

professional development (CPD), making it less attractive for academics to use 

teaching/research time to attend. 

 

The reward and recognition approach at the institution, creates a persistent 

perception that higher status and value are attributed to achievements in research 

than in teaching excellence. 

 

Considering the first two issues mentioned above, the rapid increase in student 

enrolments at the UFS has resulted in a steady increase in the ratio of students to 

academic staff members and an associated increase in teaching load. Large classes 

place additional pressures on staff, which they are not well equipped to manage. 

As a result of the pressing tension between research and teaching workload, 

academics are compelled to continuously make tough trade-offs when considering 

scholarly outputs generated during working hours. Logistical and administrative 

support for staff are not always available to lighten the time-related pressures 

staff experience to free up time for the core activities of teaching and learning, as 

well as research. 

 

2.2  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? 

 

The UFS has put in place a number of initiatives to support the development of a 

new generation of academics to, among others, develop competences in specific 

aspects of teaching and learning.  Various policies were develop to enhance 

academics as teachers. These policies are very briefly described in the following 

paragraphs. 
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The Professional Development Policy for Newly Appointed Academic Staff, 

approved by the Executive Committee of Senate, establishes a new term and 

structure for academic staff members' appointments, which lead to permanent 

employment at the University. The Policy ensures that: a) newly appointed 

academic staff members are afforded the opportunity to become established in 

their positions as academics, fulfilling, inter alia, a teaching role during a period 

characterised by induction, orientation and guidance; as well as that b) academic 

staff are consistently supported and encouraged to maintain their professional 

development as both educators and researchers.  

 

An introduction of a continuous professional development system, that will require 

permanent academic staff of all levels to maintain their teaching and learning 

professionalism, is under construction. This system will require that all permanent 

staff can provide evidence of their continuous progress as educators as well as their 

progress as research scholars on an annual basis. Evidence will be a combination of 

Continuous Professional Development (CPD) points for participation in or 

facilitation of Academic Staff Development activities, recognition of prior learning 

portfolios and/or upgrading of Portfolios of Evidence (PoE) begun in the 

probationary period. The amount of Continuous Professional Development points 

required will decrease according to the seniority of the academic staff member. The 

Performance Management System will support the monitoring of these 

requirements from a developmental perspective. Such evidence which is collected 

annually will be accepted as part of promotion applications under the Promotions 

Policy of the University. 

 

In terms of the competencies of our academics, the Academic Promotions Policy 

requires staff to perform across the scholarships of teaching and learning, discovery, 

and engagement with different demands in each area depending on the 

appointment level. The development of academics in the scholarship of teaching 

and learning is mostly concentrated in the Centre for Teaching and Learning (CTL), 

where a series of modules that provide academics with a variety of skills are 

presented.  

 

Performance Management (PM) is seen as an important Human Resource 

Management (HRM) process and the implementation of the Performance 

Management System (PMS) for all members of staff continued during 2015. The 

outcomes of our PM process affects the award of short- and long-term incentives. 

The short-term incentive, a yearly cash bonus, is linked to achieving strategic 

objectives. The proportion paid to employees depends on their performance 

against the operational and strategic objectives in their individual performance 

plans. The long-term incentives, merit notches and exceptional merit encourage 

loyalty and thereby improve staff retention. To this end the UFS also endeavours to 

provide a guaranteed remuneration package, individual growth and development 

opportunities, and a stimulating work environment. A review of the PM, however 

revealed that more buy-in is needed by academics. A workload model was accepted 

by the Performance Management Technical committee as the new performance 

plan format for academics.  
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The intention of the system was to cascade planning from the institutional level 

down to the level of the individual, culminating in the individual’s 

performance/improvement plan. The PMS includes teaching as one of the areas 

of performance of academics. Despite the considerable effort put into making this 

work, academic staff is not satisfied with the existing system. The University 

conducted an external review of its human resources function that commented on 

this issue in detail, allowing the UFS to improve the system. The process of 

improvement of the PM is still in progress. 

 

Subsequently, a Viability Model for academic departments as well as a Workload 

Model to manage the individual performance of academics, were rolled out during 

2015. This collaborative work across different departments produced a 

departmental viability model and a workload model for departments that take 

performance management to a clearer and less compliance-driven approach. The 

Workload Model consists of six major roles of an academic including, Scholarly 

Teaching and Learning, Postgraduate Activities, Scholarly Research Activities, 

Scholarly Service to the Community, Scholarly Service to the University, Faculty 

Management Activities. An evidence based score is calculated to indicate the extent 

and distribution of workload. We expect this to have an indirect benefit for teaching 

and learning at department level. 

 

Student success, seen as an outcome of the quality and effectiveness of the teaching 

and learning that takes place in a course, and the professionalisation of teaching 

academics received wide attention over the last 2 years. The academic staff 

development function is located in the CTL and equips lecturers to respond 

appropriately to the needs of students. In 2015 the CTL offered a range of 

development opportunities including national and local workshops, development 

courses, orientation sessions, and energiser sessions. In order to develop faculty-

specific approaches to teaching and learning the CTL works with a team of deeply 

committed teaching and learning managers in the faculties. The diversity of 

perspectives offered by these experts enrich teaching and learning thinking at the 

UFS and provide invaluable insights into how the CTL can continue to meet the 

needs of staff and students. 

 

The CTL also established the Excellence in Teaching and Learning Awards to 

recognise lecturers’ innovative teaching and learning practices and dedication to 

student success. The awards also provide an opportunity for academics to showcase 

and share success stories, lessons learned and tried-and-tested practices.  

 

The CTL module makeover programme, that offers assistance to academics with the 

redesign of modules, and the Module Assistance Programme (MAP), that has been 

designed to help develop appropriate interventions in identified modules, are 

pertinent examples of how staff capacity development and engagement data can 

support the improvement of teaching and learning. Part of the funds secured from 

the Kresge Siyaphumelela Project is dedicated to the piloting of MAP in 

collaboration with the relevant academic departments. 
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Innovation through formal research and development is also a change worth 

mentioning. The Scholarship of Blended Learning project commenced at the end 

of 2012 at the CTL which aims to drive formal research in teaching and learning. 

New developments in the field of integrating technology into teaching and 

learning practices are given primary consideration and used as point of departure 

in conducting research. As research and best practices inform strategic initiatives 

within the Curriculum Development and Innovation focus area, it contributes to 

the knowledge base on blended learning. The project commenced under the 

academic leadership of a leading expert in the field of technology in tertiary 

education in Africa. The project team of CTL Scholars consists of 6 students from 

the 2013 CTL Scholars group, 9 students from the 2014 group, and 7 students from 

the 2015 group.  

 

A project tasked by the University’s senior management, in collaboration with 

the Human Resource Department is the Academic Leadership Programme (ALP) 

that assists Heads of Departments to cultivate the relevant leadership skills and 

in the long term assist with the development of a talent pipeline within faculties 

or departments. The development of an academic leadership programme has 

the potential to provide an HoD with the tools and knowledge to: 

• Increase management and administrative efficiency. 

• Mobilising positive change and increase the transformation of knowledge. 

• Increase the quality and value of research output. 

• Recruit and build a solid, diverse world class team of academic leaders. 

• Solve complex problems. 

• Create an academic identity for the department. 

• Create capacity to conduct regular reviews for self-improvement. 

• Ability to generate external resources for innovation and sustainability. 

 

A number of young and upcoming academics were already identified as potential 

future HoDs and attended these sessions. 

 

2.3  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. 

 

A successful aspect, critical to improve institutional performance, is Academic 

Staff Development in relation to teaching and learning.. Driven by the CTL, 

activities in this focus area are geared towards the identification and development 

of faculty-specific approaches to address the needs of academic staff. New 

development and training interventions, such as course development and design, 

learning facilitation, difficult dialogues, new staff orientation and other 

interventions, are offered. Delivery of these interventions takes place through a 

range of platforms, from individual consultations and workshops, to just-in-time 

support on the Teaching and Learning Portal. The CTL also offers professional 

development activities designed for new staff and for other academics wishing to 
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develop advanced expertise and leadership skills in university teaching roles. 

Through a combination of seminars and practical activities, such as peer reviews 

of teaching and reflective portfolios, participants gain insight into principles and 

theories of effective university teaching. These insights are used to inform 

teaching practice since the University places the highest premium on superior 

academic performance. This implies high standards for entrance and appointment 

into the university, and high standards for performance once inside. We expect 

this to have a direct benefit for teaching and learning at department level. 

 

While the UFS monitors and evaluates all these activities, and the feedback along 

with the increasing interest from academics that is heartening, we, however, do 

not have substantive evidence of impact yet, as it is too soon since most of these 

projects started recently. 

 

2.4  Provide one or more (but not more than 5) exemplars of changes that have not 

been successful and suggest reasons. 

 

Although certain teaching and learning improvement projects has been launched 

in recent years, the UFS has lacked a coordinate student success strategy. The 

terms of reference of a Senate Teaching and Learning committee, that will position 

student success as a critical goal within teaching and learning in all faculties and 

which will develop a more sophisticated approach to using data and learning 

analytics, that was approved by the ECS, is still in process of being established.  

 

2.5  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. 

 

A promising practice related to this focus area is the institution-wide Strategic Plan 

2015 to 2020. This is likely to lead to the best and most long-lasting results, since 

the five core values of the University represent deeply-held commitments that 

inform every policy and steer every action. These values underpin both the 

academic project and the human project. The UFS has identified 10 critical 

elements that drive its Strategic Plan 2015 to 2020. The critical element that 

relates directly to enhancing academics as teachers is underlined:  

• Attract excellent and diverse undergraduate students.  

• Attract excellent and diverse postgraduate students.  

• Increase the quality and quantity of research outputs.  

• Attract and retain highly qualified and diverse academic staff.  

• Increase the quality and quantity of teaching outputs.  

• Integrate processes, management and information.  

• Deepen institutional transformation.  

• Achieve financial and operational sustainability.  

• Attract and retain highly qualified and diverse support staff.  

• Establish and maintain appropriate infrastructure.  
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In some instances evidence for success is yet to be documented, nevertheless 

2013 and 2014 marked a turning point in the implementation of the UFS Strategic 

Plan 2012–2016. Foundational work in both the academic and human projects had 

been completed with good results and the institution was ready to move towards 

the deepening of change in all environments and towards a more detailed 

monitoring of its performance. Our efforts to deliver on the goals of the academic 

project have started to bear fruit and the University has improved its performance 

in relation to most of its key performance indicators. The UFS human project is 

being recognised nationally and internationally for both its sophistication and its 

boldness. To this extent, we find our student body and the overall social 

environment on our campuses, showing signs of maturity and togetherness in 

dealing with issues of diversity and social justice. The support services foundation 

has also improved the quality and outcomes of its administrative processes as well 

as the kind of institutional information on which to base decision-making and to 

plan for the future.  

 

In addition, several quality assurance interventions occur throughout the year, 

such as the annual facilitators’ training which took place in May 2015. The goal of 

the session is to improve effective classroom teaching and learning practices. 

Continuous in-service training of facilitators within the context of each faculty also 

took place throughout the academic year. 

 

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

area. 

 

The main challenges related to enhancing academics as teachers includes the 

failure to attract and retain highly qualified and diverse academic staff. Moreover, 

professional development opportunities are geared toward newly appointed 

academics while mid-career or more senior academic staff members may also 

need support and do not participate in these activities. This could hamper the 

process of accelerated generational replacement of the academic workforce in the 

face of the annual retirement or resignation of a significant number of academics 

from the University.  

 

A further challenge related to enhancing academics as teachers, is the evaluation 

of teaching effectiveness in everyday academic work and documenting exemplary 

teaching in a systematic way. Further to this, well documented practices focussing 

on student success is not sufficiently showcased and communicated at 

departmental and faculty level. 

 

There are also challenges related to create staff awareness and involvement in the 

quality enhancement processes and initiatives at the university. Support is 

necessary for academics in overcoming reluctance to engage with data for fear of 

being blamed for students’ performance. The need exists to find appropriate 

mechanisms for academics to make better use of data that can support their work 

given their central role in bringing about change in teaching and learning. 
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3.  FOCUS AREA 2: ENHANCING STUDENT SUPPORT AND DEVELOPMENT (suggested 

length 10-20 pages) Includes: career and curriculum advising, life and academic 

skills development, counselling, student performance monitoring and referral. 

 

3.1  Summarise what the university considers to be the key issues in enhancing 

student support and development. 

 

Key issues in enhancing student support and development include a growing 

number of students who struggle in the transition to university education. Because 

of its geographical location, the university serves a large community of not too 

affluent black and white students, a situation which faces the university with the 

problem of supporting students with insufficient means across the racial divide. 

Academically, despite the improvement in the academic preparation of students 

applying to the UFS, most students admitted to the university require different 

forms of support to perform at the expected level during their studies. 

 

In this context the development of a strategy for student success at the UFS links 

fundamental points of tension, contradiction and paradox in the South African 

transformation agenda: the interface between race, class, development and 

quality; the need to provide formal and epistemological access and at the same 

time review the institution’s knowledge base; the importance of changing 

institutional culture and pedagogies to welcome new and different students; and 

the need to adapt teaching and learning practices to the demands of larger classes 

and of a new generation of students. 

 

At faculty level, data suggests that there are two critical barriers that are 

jeopardising student success: i) the articulation gap between school and higher 

education at first-year level. This results in low success rates in first-year modules 

and a high drop-out rate in the first year of study; and ii) inappropriate transitions 

between first and second year and between second and third year. This results in 

high levels of failure in senior modules and low throughput rates.  

 

At the UFS, like at most South African universities, these two barriers are 

underpinned by a) socio-cultural constraints in the form of students’ lack of 

accepted cultural capital and b) economic constraints in the form of lack of 

financing for higher education study. The critical issues related to students’ 

cultural capital are:   

• first generation status of students;  

• curriculum and pedagogies of the South African secondary education 

system;  

• language challenges; 

• privileged knowledge as manifested in the university curriculum; and  

• pedagogical challenges.  
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3.2  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 student support and development? 

 

Related to changes at institutional level that have been made to enhance student 

support and development is the Kresge Foundation Siyaphumelela: Building 

Student Success through Data Analytics initiative. This is a four-year project which 

aims to (a) improve student success rates in the top 20 high risk modules at the 

UFS; (b) decrease the difference in success rates between black and white 

students; and (c) increase retention and throughput rates among undergraduate 

students in these modules. The UFS plans to achieve these goals by (a) 

strengthening its capacity for collecting and analysing student data and (b) 

integrating its data analytics functions across five support services divisions and 

five academic faculties. The Kresge Foundation’s Siyaphumelela initiative is 

expected to have a considerable impact on reducing the performance gap 

between students. The difference in academic achievement between black and 

white students has improved in the short term, as measured by undergraduate 

module success rates. 

 

Other changes that have been made include the development and piloting of an 

Early Warning System. Early warning systems are considered to be one of the more 

effective ways of addressing the challenge of aligning students’ preparation, 

expectations and the effective deployment of institutional resources to support 

student success. The development of this early warning system aims to promote 

the use of data to develop predictive analytics and pro-active support; help to 

identify at risk students and support them appropriately; alleviate the pressure on 

academics by increasing the effectiveness of in and out of class support systems; 

improve accuracy of student placement; and contribute to the improvement of 

persistence, retention and student success rates.  

 

Further initiatives related to this Focus Area are in terms of: 

 

Career and Curriculum Advising 

 

• Academic Advising (AA): AA at the University is defined as a developmental 

teaching and learning process where the institution establishes and fosters a 

relationship with students and supports them to succeed academically and as 

life-long learners in the future. Research conducted to develop the UFS 

academic advising system revealed that, despite existing institutional 

procedures, students were overloading themselves by registering for too 

many credits. Academic advising was significantly scaled up in 2015 with 365 

student receiving individual level advising and 6588 students participating in 

group advising sessions. The development of digital tracking platforms for 

improving academic advising is underway.  

 

• The Young Adult Learning Programme (YALP): The YALP is an example of a 

drive towards finding new ways to address the NEET crisis (No Employment, 
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Education or Training), which faces more than 3 million working-age South 

Africans today. The YALP offered a set-curriculum, one-year opportunity to 

deserving matriculants with AP scores lower than 20 (typically ranging from 

15 to 19) to gain access to degree studies. To this end, successful YALP 

students were permitted to apply for UPP studies, thereafter following the 

same academic progression pathways as typical UPP students.  

 

Life and Academic Skills Development 

 

• Academic Literacy: The Unit for Academic Literacy (UAL) provides specialised 

literacy courses in collaboration with faculties across the university, using 

some of the most widely applied approaches to academic literacy 

development in global higher education. These courses range from full-year 

subjects to custom interventions requested and co-developed by academic 

departments. The Unit provides seven literacy courses to students across the 

faculties. Students are afforded the opportunity to improve their academic 

literacy through course content that is relevant to their fields of study. An 

important component of the syllabus is extensive reading where students are 

obliged to read 100 pages a week from a fiction text that is pitched at a level 

that makes reading easy and accessible. A wide variety of texts are available 

for students to choose from. The literacy courses are presented by facilitators 

who are trained and experienced in the pedagogical approaches espoused 

by the UAL. In addition, the UAL staff presents regular staff development 

activities to the facilitators that teach within the programmes. 

 

• Academic Facilitation Sessions: The Faculty of the Humanities at the UFS 

established a programme of learning support for first-year students. It is 

known as the Academic Facilitation Sessions (AFS) programme with the aim 

of providing scaffolded academic literacy development for students in 

extended programmes. The AFS programme promotes the integration of 

generic and language competencies with disciplinary content. The 

educational philosophy that guides the teaching-learning in this programme 

espouses the theories of experiential learning, social constructivism and 

cooperative learning. An action-research approach with a mixed-methods 

research design provides a research dimension to track the process and the 

success of the programme. Quantitative and qualitative data affirm the value 

of this programme in facilitating access with success. The Unit for Academic 

Literacy provides the academic literacy content and assists academic staff 

and facilitators to integrate and scaffold literacy skills into content areas. This 

is done by means of regular meetings and training sessions with academic 

staff and facilitators who are responsible for seven content areas in the 

humanities. 

 

• The Write Site: Working from within the CTL’s Unit for Academic Literacy the 

Write Site is geared towards addressing the writing needs of undergraduate 

students across the curriculum. The Write Site works in collaboration with 

academic departments to help students become autonomous, effective 
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writers of academic discourse in order to form a link between students’ 

academic needs and the writing needs of academe. To date, we have assisted 

325 staff members and undergraduate and Honours students. Furthermore, 

the UAL is in the throes of the groundwork for establishing a writing centre 

on the Qwaqwa campus as well. 

 

• Programme for Academic Student Success: The Programme for Academic 

Student Success (PASS) is also situated within the CTL, and is coordinated 

from the Access and Success, Student Learning and Development, and 

Research on Teaching and Learning focus areas. The PASS provides 

comprehensive academic support, at high impact times of the academic year, 

to a specific group of at-risk, undergraduate students at the University. The 

current research focus is on whether PASS has had a causal impact on the 

students’ academic performance, and on developing a programme structure 

that could be implemented institutionally. Finding the sweet spot in 

academic support for an at-risk student cohort could come off in the near 

future. 

 

• Research on Teaching and Learning: The South African Surveys of Student 

Engagement (SASSE) research aims to furthering student access with success 

by promoting quality teaching and learning institutionally and promoting 

collective impact on student success nationally. The SASSE research project 

identified high impact practices that facilitate quality teaching and learning 

and promote student success within the South African higher education 

context. The CTL received a grant from the Kresge Foundation for the SASSE 

research project. Through this three-year project grant, the SASSE team 

provided a range of deeply contextualised and globally benchmarked student 

engagement measures that can be used at institutional and modular level in 

the South African context. The measure focuses on providing institutions 

with actionable data about practices that are under the control of 

institutions. The CTL has developed six higher education student engagement 

surveys that can be used to improve the quality of undergraduate teaching 

and learning and to promote student success. In addition, participating 

institutions receive access to appropriate capacity development 

interventions to empower them to use the data to promote evidence-based 

change in their institutions.  

 

• Universal Design for Learning (UDL): UDL is a teaching and learning strategy 

which promotes effective teaching with the purpose of making learning 

more accessible and inclusive to all students, irrespective of their learning-

related idiosyncrasies and challenges. The CTL is committed to promoting 

the incorporation of UDL in curriculum design and development at the UFS, 

and introduced UDL as a pilot project in 2014-2015. Staff members from the 

Curriculum Development and Innovation (CDI) focus area underwent a 

series of training workshops on UDL. In addition, brief UDL sessions were 

held with the Faculty of Law Learning Community and Teaching and Learning 

Managers. 
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• Decoding the Disciplines: The objective of this project was to establish and 

empower a critical, reflective learning community among lecturers in the 

Faculty of Law. This was accomplished through regular meetings and 

workshops; sharing of relevant literature and other documentation; and 

ongoing reflection on practices, experiences, and needs. Involvement in the 

scholarly process of becoming critical has helped the group to identify 

general and subject specific problems in their teaching and search for 

possible solutions to problems identified. The synergy of community and 

collaboration has motivated the participants to gain insight into their own 

teaching and learning environments. 

 

• Foundation Development and Access: The CTL is in the final stages of 

seeking approval and accreditation for a SAQA-registered Higher Certificate 

in Foundation Development and Access to replace the current UPP. The main 

driving force behind this initiative is to provide the typical “access students” 

who apply for the current UPP with the opportunity to obtain a SAQA-

registered qualification that will grant them access to applicable and 

recommended further Higher Education studies at a variety of institutions 

across the country. It will also allow them to apply for NSFAS bursaries, 

which is currently not an option for UPP students. This model proposed for 

the Higher Certificate has been described as innovative by the DHET and 

other stakeholders.  

 

• First-year experience – upgrading UFS101: The UFS is particularly concerned 

with first years in both the curriculum and the co-curriculum. At the 

curricular level UFS101 is a core curriculum module that is compulsory for all 

first-year students at the UFS. The module was piloted in 2011 with 200 

students and now serves 5 000 students across three campuses. It provides 

a space for social cohesion – students from diverse academic backgrounds 

and faculties interact in face-to-face sessions – and attempts to equip 

students to understand and engage with complex human problems from 

multiple perspectives. This 16-credit module divided into eight units 

presented over two semesters teaches information literacy and is presented 

completely online. The remaining seven units teach students to engage 

critically with the latest thinking nationally and internationally by exposing 

them to provocative questions aimed at disrupting existing knowledge and 

ways of thinking. These questions focus on ‘big issues’ as follows:  

- How do we become democratic and cultivated citizens? 

(Anthropology)  

- Your rights vs my rights? (Law)  

- Why is the financial crisis global? (Economics)  

- How green is green? (Chemistry)  

- How should we deal with our violent past? (History)  

- Are we alone here? (Astrophysics and Astrobiology)  

- How do people change? (Social Psychology)  
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After completing the module students are able to explain the value of 

different disciplinary perspectives; apply different disciplinary perspectives 

as part of critical thinking; demonstrate basic reflective academic skills – 

reading, writing and argumentation skills; and reflect on how higher 

education empowers citizens to engage with the challenges facing the 21st 

Century world (locally and globally).  

  

The current common intellectual experience are now complemented by a 

greater focus on academic success skills, which will position the UFS as the 

national leader in providing a first-year experience on an international 

standard. The “upgraded” UFS101 supports the national and international 

imperative of an increased focus on student success. The upgraded structure 

of UFS101, in the first semester, enabled students to thrive in a higher 

education environment by: 

- developing students’ computer literacy skills so they are able to use 

technology to support their academic success;  

- enabling students to formulate an education plan that links with their 

career aspirations and helps them to understand the benefits of a 

higher education; and  

- enhancing students’ critical thinking skills to engage with academic 

knowledge. 

  

In the second semester students were shown how multiple perspectives can 

be used to engage with complex problems, thereby promoting a common 

intellectual experience. UFS101 thus strives to develop graduates who are 

competent citizens who can tackle local and global problems using intellectual 

and practical skills. Benefits of UFS101 for students include:  

- Interacting and socialising with peers.  

- Making personal connections.  

- Learning and applying academic skills.  

- Identifying and utilising institutional resources.  

- Enhancing their overall university experience.  

 

The evolution of UFS101 aligned it better to the international understanding 

of a first-year experience taking into consideration the South African context.  

 

The changed UFS101 module to include academic success skills in 2015 in the 

first six months was offered to 5060 first year students. Data from the student 

evaluation shows that students benefitted significantly from the academic 

success skills.  

 

3.3 Provide one or more (but not more than 5) exemplars to illustrate specific aspects 

of the change(s) that are successful.  Provide evidence for claims of success. Where 

an activity is in the planning stages, indicate what evidence will be collected. 

 

One of the highly successful exemplars of enhancing student support and 

development is the CTL, which in its short existence has made fundamental strides 
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in the development of knowledge for and of transformation in the area of 

pedagogy and curriculum. Since its inception, the CTL has been responsible for the 

framing and implementation of the DHET’s Teaching Development Grant (TDG) as 

well as for the conceptualisation and organisation of the UFS’s common first-year 

module, UFS101. The quality of the work of CTL, particularly in the area of student 

engagement, has been internationally recognised. Similarly the CTL is responsible 

for the UFS access programmes and the administration of the DHET Foundation 

Grant that supports this endeavour. This area is also one of the acknowledged 

strengths of CTL work. CTL has operated as a provider of services in relation to 

individual academics interested in improving their teaching ability; has played a 

role in student support through the Academic Literacy Unit and the Write Site and 

the deployment of academic advising. The CTL is technically a support service; yet 

the knowledge it produces and utilises in its work is disciplinary (academic) 

knowledge. The current and potential role of CTL in the transformation of teaching 

and learning is vital for the University. 

 

Teaching and learning and, especially, the notion of access with success are the 

space in which the UFS academic and human projects intersect with each other. 

The UFS attempts to provide the best possible support systems for students to be 

able to pass their modules and to graduate. The staff at the CTL and the teaching 

and learning managers of our seven faculties, work together to make this possible. 

The range and impact of CTL’s programmes focused on access with success are a 

source of pride for the University. The University Preparation Programme (UPP) 

scaffolds the learning of students with potential but whose Admission Point (AP) 

scores are not sufficient to enter mainstream programmes. The New Academic 

Tutorial Programme (NATP) that provides supplementary instruction in high risk 

modules, and the work done in the area of language development, both Afrikaans 

and English, show that appropriate pedagogy and adequate support make all the 

difference for student success. The NATP was also expanded to include a 

customised model for residences and for the Unit for Students with Disabilities. 

Funding from the DELL Foundation has made possible the development of a 

focused programme to support the transition of extended programme students 

into mainstream modules. Cohorts of UPP alumni who join extended degree 

programmes are automatically included in the Programme for Academic Student 

Success (PASS). What started out as a relatively small programme with a cohort of 

642 students in 2013 has grown to include 1 201 students in 2014, and it grew to 

1 800 students in 2015. The programme not only provided academic support, but 

also tracked all the students’ academic progress to create an early warning system 

for those at risk. All these programmes address two fundamental problems in 

contemporary higher education: the articulation from school to university and the 

transition gap between study levels at the university. 

 

A second exemplar, as previously mentioned, is the Siyaphumelela project, which 

aims to make better use of data analytics to improve student success, is a change 

worth mentioning. This project, which is driven from the office of the Vice-Rector: 

Academic and is a collaborative undertaking between DIRAP and CTL, responds 

directly to the performance targets set by the Rector in 2014. The project has four 
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main focuses: improving the success rate of selected modules; addressing the 

articulation gap; addressing the undergraduate transition, and improving the 

UFS’s overall success rate. This project aims to develop a comprehensive set of 

student success indicators and data, and identify monitoring and evaluation 

methods and approaches for each indicator to inform student success initiatives. 

The Siyaphumelela project has already resulted in a greater awareness of the 

importance of data access and availability. There is much more regular and 

effective communication of enrolment and success rates to departments and 

faculties. As part of the coaching within the project a data analytics and decision 

making workshop was conceptualised in November 2015. The workshop will be 

developed and piloted in the second half of 2016. The target audience is Heads of 

Academic Departments and Deans. The aim will be to illustrate to participants how 

data can be used to understand the “student walk” in the institution and how data 

can be used to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of initiatives.  

 

Successes resulting from the Siyaphumelela project in 2015 included a number of 

ongoing programmes that improved student success. These programmes, inter 

alia, included (a) module evaluation and improvement, (b) academic language 

development, (c) academic advising and (d) tutorial programmes, i.e. Academic 

Student Tutorial Excellence Programme (A_STEP) which reached 60% of the UFS 

undergraduate student body in 2015. Each one of these initiatives were evaluated 

by students and improved using continuous feedback. These programmes were 

focused on bolstering student success at the individual and institutional level. 

 

The 2015 SASSE annual report has highlighted the difference between students 

based on race and gender and the need for a greater focus on understanding how 

race and gender intersect. The CTL has conducted research on the needs of 

students in transition between different years of study and has developed the 

Programme for Academic Student Success (PASS) to meet these needs. In light of 

the evidence of the positive impact of academic advising data from the Before 

University Survey of Student Engagement (BUSSE) has been used to develop a data 

driven approach to academic advising. From 2016 all first years will be required to 

complete the BUSSE so that proactive support can be provided to them. 
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A third exemplar is Student Affairs (SA). SA at the University has made a 

fundamental contribution to the realisation of the UFS human project and in the 

stabilisation and unification of a divided and tense student body. Although there 

is insufficient systematic evidence collected to declare unequivocally the success 

of the UFS human project between 2009 and 2014, there are considerable 

indications of success in this area. SA deals with on-campus and off-campus 

student needs and has developed programmes focused on both sets of students. 

SA has had a curricular approach to student development and focused on a variety 

of structured programmes, some aimed at selected students, like the leadership 

programme, and others focused on a particular student groups like Gateway, 

which concentrates on the first-year students. The division is structured in seven 

areas: student life; residence life; student governance; careers development; 

universal access; student counselling and health and wellness.  

 

The quality and effectiveness of teaching and learning is reflected in student 

success and the number of students graduated by the University. We measure our 

performance in terms of module success, qualifications achieved with distinction, 

number of graduates, throughput and attrition, and progression towards higher 

degree learning. All of these indicators show improvements in 2015. The number 

of undergraduate modules with a success rate below 50% decreased and the 

overall module success and distinction rate increased. The undergraduate attrition 

rate decreased with an increase in conversion rate from undergraduate to 

postgraduate below Master’s level. 

 

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

successful and suggest reasons. 

 

Student Voice: The University made a concerted effort to ensure that the faculty 

voice is balanced by the student voice within the explicit spaces and structures 

where decision-making occurs by introducing in all faculties the student 

representative system at class and module level, and by including elected student 

leaders (e.g. Student Representative Council members, residence committee 

members, and departmental/ faculty student representatives) in institutional 

governance bodies (i.e. the Academic Planning and Development and the Teaching 

and Learning Committees of Senate).  

 

Module Evaluations: In 2013 the University started with a module evaluation 

three-year pilot based on student feedback questionnaires, ending 2015. 

Evaluations were conducted in six faculties totalling 597 modules. The evaluations 

were not, in our opinion, very successful. DIRAP has therefore, under the 

instruction of the Vice-Rector: Academic, decided not to continue with the project. 

The reasons being the inconsistent use of module evaluation results. Some 

lectures used it to make changes to their teaching practice while some did not use 

it at all. The timing of module evaluations, usually at the end of a module also did 

not allow for the implementation of changes and the low response rate of module 

evaluations and feedback from students made it not as successful as anticipated. 
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 3.5 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. 

 

Promising practices related to this focus area are: 

 

Module Assistance Project (MAP): In 2015 the MAP reviewed 24 high-risk 

modules at the UFS. As part of the process, an individualised profile was created 

for each of the 24 modules and communicated back to the relevant lecturers and 

department heads. The profiles included demographic data, student engagement 

data, performance data (high school and university) and tutorial attendance data, 

in an effort to provide the lecturer with a holistic view of their module and 

students over a three-year term. A total of seven modules from Natural and 

Agricultural Sciences, seven modules for Economic and Management Sciences, 

nine for the Humanities and one module for Law were reviewed. 

 

A change in the structure of the class, by introducing online preparation quizzes 

as well as other supplementary material (such as videos, articles and websites) to 

ensure that students come to class well-prepared. This included: 

- Introducing three levels of homework questions, to scaffold student 

learning, but also assist students in understanding their own progress.  

- Introduction of revision sessions in the format of interactive discussions and 

practical application of knowledge by completing previous test and/or 

examination papers.  

- Online Blackboard activities, structured feedback on assignments/ 

homework questions, development of basic templates for question 

answering, adaption of learning material and general in-class tips on time 

management.  

- Some lecturers adopted a case study approach making the module 

information practical - this also improves the motivation of students as they 

can see the real-world application of theory.  

 

Innovation in assessment: The initiative, Innovation in Assessment, is also a 

promising practice related to this focus area since formative assessment is the basis 

of any early warning system that can help students to realign their learning to what 

is required of them to be successful. In a large class context, however, grading and 

feedback periods are extended, which often renders formative assessment 

ineffective in achieving this purpose. E-assessment presents a solution to this 

challenge by saving time in terms of grading, allowing rapid access to results, and 

maintaining an automatic data record. By employing an e-assessment system, 

regular formative assessment tasks can be incorporated into every module and 

customised, timeous feedback can be provided to students. The UFS has therefore 

invested in the implementation of Questionmark, an e-assessment system used 

worldwide for computer-based and computer-assisted assessment in 2015. The 

implementation process involves collaboration between UFS faculties, the CTL, UFS 
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ICT Services, and the University of Pretoria, which has more than 20 years’ 

experience in e-assessment practices.  

 

Another promising practice related to this focus area is the Student engagement 

project: The SASSE team set out to provide its services to the 25 public higher 

education institutions (HEIs). In 2014, 10 HEIs participated in the annual SASSE 

administration, and in 2015 there were five institutions participating. Users’ 

workshops were presented to the 2014 cohort in March – May 2015. The users’ 

workshops for the 2015 cohort took place during March 2016. To date, 14 public 

HEIs (56% of the public sector) and one private HEI have participated in the annual 

SASSE administrations illustrating the engagement coverage across the sector as 

well as the coverage within each institution indicated by the “responses to date” 

field. Additionally two institutions joined the student engagement network in 2016 

thus bringing the total enrolment to 15 institutions. A total of 26 980 students 

nationally participated in student engagement surveys in the past two years. 

 

 

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

 

The main challenges the University still faces in relation to the focus area 

enhancing student support and development are language, curriculum 

development and student participation.  Language is without a doubt not only a 

politically charged issue at the UFS but also a fundamental issue for teaching and 

learning where the majority of the students are taught in a second or third 

language while lacking cognitive academic language proficiency (CALP) in their first 

language. There is ample evidence of the role that lack of language proficiency has 

in students’ poor academic performance and there are innumerable local and 

international examples of the need to deal with the language of instruction within 

the curriculum. Added to this, also an international trend, is the local issue of the 

role of language in the socialisation of students and therefore in the processes of 

social inclusion and exclusion.  

 

CTL is playing a fundamental role in helping improve curriculum design and 

academics’ approach to curriculum delivery. The processes of curriculum 

review/improvement led by DIRAP and CTL respectively have operated 

independently so far. The synergy between these processes is all the more 

important in the context of the UFS’s drive to improve its overall academic 

performance.  

 

The other fundamental challenge located in the faculties is the student body. Yet, 

despite a few exceptions, students are not particularly active as a collective in the 

faculties. The relative passivity of students in relation to their academic 

programmes, which is more often than not the result of a lack of conditions for 

students’ agency, contributes to thinking about knowledge for transformation 

without the students. Yet, within a transformative frame, students’ voices in 

relation to curriculum, pedagogy and institutional culture should be factored in a 

process of academic review. 
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4. FOCUS AREA 3: ENHANCING THE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT  

(suggested length 10-20 pages) Include: teaching and learning spaces, ICT 

infrastructure and access, technology-enabled tools and resources, library facilities. 

 

4.1  Summarise what the university considers to be the key issues in enhancing the 

learning environment. 

 

The following three issues are considered by the University as detrimental in 

enhancing the learning environment. First, the use of technology on the one hand 

to support the teaching of larger numbers of students and on the other hand, not 

all lecturers use it while computer literacy also remains a major challenge to ICT 

since users are not literate as to resolve low-key technology issues. Second, while 

good teaching relies on lecturer-student interaction, student engagement, group- 

and teamwork can be challenging in traditional lecture rooms. Third, although the 

UFS works hard to establish innovative programmes to enhance student learning, 

there are limited spaces and infrastructure on campus to support student-student 

interaction. The lack of proper spaces on the campus where students can enter 

into dialogue and insufficient infrastructure limits full student participation and 

hampers the progress of, e.g. collaborative learning.  

 

4.2  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 the 

learning environment. 

 

Electronic Teaching and Learning Environment Project (ETALE): The CTL, in 

collaboration with ICT services, launched the ETALE project. The need for this 

project originated from the renewed international focus on teaching and learning, 

the rapid growth of new technologies, and the need to be a competitive institution 

of learning. A two-year project on both national and international trends in the 

use of technology in teaching and learning was implemented, and the digital 

profile and teaching and learning needs of staff and students at the institution 

were researched. The ETALE project consists of the following five components: 

• Determining the digital identity of staff and students; 

• Focus groups with faculties and support services; 

• An evaluation of Blackboard as institutional Learning Management System 

(LMS); 

• An analysis of ICT infrastructure and systems; and 

• International and national benchmarking. 

 

UFS Wireless Infrastructure: ICT Services worked towards placing the UFS campuses 

under a pervasive wireless blanket and includes all administrative buildings, all 

student aggregation areas, all open areas, and student residences. The project 

initiated in 2014 and completed in 2015. A DHET-technology grant enabled the 

upgrade of the wireless infrastructure of the Qwaqwa campus. Overall, the 

Wireless-project has now been placed in maintenance mode and caters for smaller 

extensions where required.  
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UFS Inter-campus Connectivity: This project’s purpose during 2015 was to 

seamlessly interlink the three UFS campuses, to enable network redundancy, full 

integration into the national research network (SANREN), to eliminate the 

dependency on Telkom, and replace line-of-sight connections with fibre 

infrastructures.  

 

System Design and Development (SDD): SDD is primarily responsible for the 

development and ongoing maintenance of systems and programmes outside the 

traditional ERP (Enterprise Resource Planning) environment. This department 

developed various systems and web-interfaces in 2015 to support very specific 

functions of the UFS. Functions performed by this department are:  

• Operations and ongoing maintenance and support of the technical Blackboard 

domain;  

• Operational support for various in-house developed systems and programmes 

supporting CTL; 

• The ongoing maintenance of the technical aspects related to the UFS Web-

environment;  

• Management of the scanning of documents; 

• Ensuring the operational integrity of the UFS SharePoint-environment; and  

• Support for the ECM (Enterprise Content Management) environment.  

 

ICT Media Lab Management: The following statistics is an indication of lab 

utilisation during 2015 which is indicative of an increase in use by students:  

• Bloemfontein campus: 6 general purpose labs, 677 computers.  

• Qwaqwa Campus: 3 general purpose labs, 202 computers.  

• South Campus: 1 general purpose labs, 157 computers.  

• Student-to-computer ratio: Bloemfontein campus. 32 students per computer  

• Student-to-computer ratio: Qwaqwa campus: 11.8 students/computer.  

• Student-to-computer ratio: South campus: 33 students per computer.  

• Monthly average for student pass-through on the Bloemfontein campus: 

68,201 students per month.  

• Monthly average for student pass-through on the Qwaqwa campus: 24,864 

students per month.  

• Other labs (labs in residences, discussions rooms, etc.) on the Bloemfontein 

campus: 29, 260 computers.  

• Other labs (labs in Faculties, discussions rooms, etc.) on the Qwaqwa 

campus: 12, 85 computers.  

 

Audio-visual production facility: An audio-visual production facility was 

established and finalised in 2015 to increase students’ success rates through 

access to teaching and learning content in efforts to create more effective learning 

environments. The impact of a lecture capture system upon students’ academic 

achievement is widely experienced as having a positive effect on students’ 

learning and improving students’ academic performance levels. The UFS in 2015 

systematically and proactively began to build capacity and expertise in this regard 

– especially in the light of digital technology that will within the next decade play 

an increasingly vital role within the context of higher education. Over and above 
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audio-visual recordings of the lectures the facility delivers a broader service which 

includes support to marketing communication structures, faculties, departments 

etc. It included academically orientated functions such as video recordings of 

important academic presentations and guest lectures by experts from outside 

integrated with the learning process to the benefit of students and training 

provision and workshops in video production to applicable departments and 

organisations on campus.  

 

Technology-Enabled Tools and Resources: While the focus in 2015 was initially on 

enhancing the ICT infrastructure, hardware, and administration systems, the 

University has progressed to using technology for e-learning and has introduced 

video-conferencing facilities to link the Bloemfontein campus with the Qwaqwa 

campus. 

 

The Learning Management System (LMS): The LMS, Blackboard provides digital 

and interactive resources for teaching content and the CTL commissioned the 

report entitled Mapping of Technology Leaders at the UFS reporting on how 

lecturers use technology to enhance learning, and included questions regarding 

the technological tools that are used, how they are used, and how they contribute 

to the lecturer’s teaching objectives. The most common tools used on the platform 

of Blackboard were Packaged content, Quizzes published via Respondus, Videos, 

created with Camtasia, discussion forums, bulk emails and Wikis. This information 

was used to sensitise and train lectures to use a wider range of functions that can 

be used to enhance student learning.  

 

E-assessment: The UFS has invested in the implementation of Questionmark, an 

e-assessment system used worldwide for computer-based and computer-assisted 

assessment. E-assessment presents a solution by saving time in terms of grading, 

allowing rapid access to results, and maintaining an automatic data record. By 

employing an e-assessment system, regular formative assessment tasks can be 

incorporated into every module and customised, timeous feedback can be 

provided to students.  

 

4.3  Provide one or more (but not more than 5) exemplars to illustrate specific 

aspects of the change(s) that are successful.  Provide evidence for claims of 

success. Where an activity is in the planning stages, indicate what evidence will 

be collected. 

 

Strong leadership at ICT Services has resulted in encouraging progress towards 

systems integration at the UFS, starting with recent policy and protocol changes. 

In addition ICT Services are in conversation with DIRAP about what is required to 

replace the current system of department- and source-based data with an 

institutional data warehouse, owned by ICT Services.  
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4.4  Provide one or more (but not more than 5) exemplars of changes that have not 

been successful and suggest reasons. 

 

Qwaqwa campus buildings are not designed for cable routes causing delays in 

implementation and deployment of Wi-Fi-facilities and installation of cabling 

infrastructures in many of the historic buildings of the UFS remains a challenge.  

 

4.5  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. 

 

The deployment of Wi-Fi capabilities on the UFS campuses is currently state-of-

the art in terms of any other University in South Africa. We have purchased Vapour 

Degreaser for the Department of Basic Medical Sciences to support under-

graduate clinical training in anatomy and a Basic Catheterisation Simulation 

Trainer for the Clinical Simulation Unit. This is a highly specialised piece of 

simulation equipment that would be used to train undergraduate students in 

various clinical areas and disciplines. This kind of training is necessary, not only to 

prepare but also to supplement clinical training in the hospital, specifically in the 

field of surgical training.  

 

Rapid growth in student numbers, coupled with the modular and semester 

systems and parallel-medium instruction, has put physical facilities for 

teaching/learning and assessment under pressure. Whilst the absolute availability 

of space is not insufficient as such, the failure to achieve optimal utilisation of 

lecture venues via effective timetable scheduling, has been identified as a quality 

risk for teaching and learning. This has spurred measures that are well underway 

to optimise the utilisation of existing space for teaching/learning and assessment.  

The implementation of the Abacus computerised timetable system to alleviate the 

scheduling problem is an important step in this process. 

 

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

area. 

 

The required physical expansion of facilities to accommodate growth in student 

numbers is challenged by effective governance and management frameworks and 

systems. Maintenance of student residences is also seriously constrained by 

capacity and internal inefficiencies. This capacity includes the limited number of 

staff, the lack of attention paid to processes and controls, and to some extent the 

skills gap with precision maintenance. Facilities Planning also experienced 

challenges in relation to the execution of projects. Challenges that were 

experienced, are those typical to any large construction project namely financial 

capacity of contractors as well as their ability to do time- and quality management.  
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5.  FOCUS AREA 4: ENHANCING COURSE AND PROGRAMME ENROLMENT 

MANAGEMENT (suggested length 10-20 pages)  

 

5.1  Summarise what the university considers to be the key issues in enhancing 

course and programme enrolment management. 

 

The decline in first-time entering undergraduate enrolments experienced by the 

UFS during the 2015 registration period is considered to be the key issue in 

enhancing course and programme enrolment management. Combined with this, 

the UFS has to deal with a dropout rate after five years of study of around 40%. 

The largest number of dropouts takes place in the first year of the mainstream 

programme, but there are also significant dropouts in the second year. To make 

matters more complicated this dropout rate happens in a context of diminishing 

enrolments for three consecutive years. This already has had considerable impact 

on the UFS budget for 2015. 

 

Various factors were considered when looking at reasons for decreased 

enrolments, e.g. the UFS’s efforts to increase the quality of our student intake 

being addressed by increasing our requirements in terms of academic points. 

Specially, the student applications received by the Faculty of Economic and 

Management Sciences did not meet the prerequisites. 

 

Students not achieving an Admission Point (AP) of 30 and not willing to extend 

their years of studies with one year apply at institutions which admit students with 

lower AP scores. Fundamental to the problem of lower AP scores, is the number 

of prospective students or new entrants, who did not take pure Mathematics in 

the final matric examinations. The Department of Basic Education’s (DBE’s) 

Technical Report on the National Senior Certificate (NSC) examination indicates 

that over the last 5 years, more learners have enrolled for Mathematic Literacy 

than for Mathematics. For both Mathematics and Physical Sciences a decrease is 

noted that impacts on students’ minimum eligibility requirements for programmes 

offered in the Faculty of Natural and Agriculture Sciences. A factor that influenced 

the Faculty of Education’s enrolments was The Council on Higher Education delay 

in providing clarity regarding the offering of new Education qualifications. 

  

One of the financial factors that has an impact on student enrolments is the 

inadequate state funding in the higher education sector as well as student loans 

moving toward an inflection point where the costs are beginning to outweigh the 

benefits of high debt loads and low job prospects for university students in South 

Africa. Funding cuts and financial assistance have been tightened and the shortfall 

in National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS) funding may have precipitated 

some of the declines in student enrolments at the UFS. The students also have to 

pay a registration fee upfront for their registration to be processed, a cost scaring 
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some prospective undergraduates away from campus since the fee is unaffordable 

until the costs would be covered by bursaries or financial aids.  

 

Over and above the academic and financial issues experienced in 2015 inadequate 

internal processes with regard to the conversion of applications into registrations 

aggravated the enrolment decline. The inability to effectively manage the 

registration process could derail the entire academic project of the UFS. 

 

5.2  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 course and programme enrolment management. 

 

Since the UFS had experienced several challenges with regard to its systems and 

registration process one of the improvements related to this focus area, Enhancing 

Course and Programme Enrolment Management is the UFS’s Student 

Administration Process Engineering project (PR-ENG). It is a comprehensive, 

structured, institutional project aimed at optimising processes related to student 

administration across all phases of student life (also referred to as the ‘UFS 

Student Walk’).  

 

Although not purely academic in nature the University has experienced a 

reduction in student numbers over the past number of years. Part of the reason 

for this, as previously mentioned, has been attributed to student administration 

processes being sub-optimal. Symptoms of these process failings include an 

increasing number of students not being able to register for their chosen 

degrees for a number of reasons, and internal staff frustrations with bottlenecks 

and disconnected processes. The UFS executive recognised this situation and 

initiated a project to analyse the student administration processes with a view to 

identifying potential efficiencies and effectiveness while decreasing risk.  

 

The UFS mapped out the proverbial student walk from application to graduation 

as a single process that requires coordinated management in order to meet 

enrolment targets as well as the UFS vision. With this done the next step is 

diagnostic. It focuses on the identification of gaps and blockages within and across 

academic and support units in terms of processes, governance, data, people and 

IT. 

 

Thirteen primary processes, their various sub-processes, as well as nine enabling 

processes were identified for consideration. All of the processes identified were 

contextualised and then the primary processes followed a structured 

methodology whereby each was analysed, redesigned and integrations 

identified. This analysis identified a number of opportunities for improvement, 

both short term “quick wins” as well as more complex changes which would 

require a sizable project to achieve optimised re-engineered processes. 
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5.3 Provide one or more (but not more than 5) exemplars to illustrate specific 

aspects of the change(s) that are successful.  Provide evidence for claims of 

success. Where an activity is in the planning stages, indicate what evidence will 

be collected. 

 

The outcomes from the PR-ENG project are examples that illustrate aspects of the 

change that are successful. The tangible deliverables include a design that 

specifies rationalised, simplified, and standardised processes, an institutional 

“Heartbeat” timeline that organises all processes into a chronological order 

showing dependencies, and allocation of accountability and responsibility for 

the individual processes involved from application to registration. There have also 

been a number of intangible accomplishments attributable to this project, 

including a heightened appreciation of process ownership, understanding of 

individual’s own processes, awareness of how processes impact and rely on each 

other, and an improved level of communication between stakeholders that will 

ultimately lead to better Programme Enrolment Management. A short description 

of the project reveals where the project is succeeding and where improvement 

was needed. The project in terms of programme enrolment management during 

the conceptualising phase identified Recruitment and Marketing, Qualification 

Management (Curriculation), Applications, Admissions and Registrations as critical 

to counter the enrolment decline. A timeline and enabling processes were 

identified followed by mandate statements and governance structures clarifying 

roles and responsibilities. The implementation phase of the project has already 

started in 2016. The success of the project is ascribed to massive knowledge 

sharing, improved communications, a risk mitigation framework, and an end-to-

end integrated system support.  

  

5.4  Provide one or more (but not more than 5) exemplars of changes that have not 

been successful and suggest reasons. 

 

The University has raised the academic entrance standards in general and in 

specific programmes. Every head of department, under the supervision of the 

dean, has to ensure that the full range of academic support and development 

efforts are put in place to ensure that students, once enrolled at the university, 

pass at acceptable levels and graduate on time. A success rate of 50% is expected 

of all modules. Yet, despite our best endeavours much remains to be done for the 

Faculties to achieve this goal.  

 

5.5  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. 

 

The UFS chose a phased approach to curriculum review, first focusing on formal 

compliance with policy and in the clearing of a bloated PQM and module 

catalogue, and then focusing on subjecting existing curriculum to external critical 

reviews to ascertain the extent to which the UFS curriculum is conversant with 

national and international trends in the programmes/disciplines. The first part of 
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this exercise has been almost finished. The critical peer review of existing 

curriculum started to throw light on some of the problems that need attention. 

While some resistance, both to participate in the exercise and to engage 

productively with its outcomes, has been experienced, in general departments’ 

responses have been positive. An important issue raised by the reviews is the 

extent to which different departments at the UFS have the required capacity to 

carry out the reforms suggested by reviewers, and what needs to be done to 

secure that capacity. The curricular reviews that have taken place so far suggest 

that curriculum should be an area of concern (and possibly of risk in some 

departments) in the achievement of the UFS’s strategic objective of improving the 

overall academic reputation of the institution. Yet, by the same token, this 

provides the University with an exceptional opportunity to reposition itself in 

terms of academic offerings. 

 

Clear and effective systems are in place (including internal and external peer 

review) to evaluate programmes on a regular basis. Review findings are 

disseminated appropriately and utilised for staff development, curriculum 

improvement and increasing student access and success rates. 

 

 

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

area. 

 

The UFS is yet to find its ideal size and shape while meeting its commitments with 

the DHET in terms of enrolments. The UFS has three campuses with distinct 

features and for which detailed and differentiated academic planning is needed. 

A rural campus, an urban campus and a peri-urban campus offer a variety of 

possibilities for developing a set of unique academic offerings and, particularly, for 

the development of distinct relationships between the university, its students, and 

the external stakeholders to whom the institution needs to respond. Four issues 

need to be examined here: how the UFS defines and gives expression to its 

contribution to international regional, national and provincial needs in terms of 

programme offerings; the expansion of distance education based on the South 

Campus; the role and projection of access programmes in the UFS’s pursuit of 

social justice and its interface with the schooling and TVEC sectors; and, the 

development of a unique PQM for the Qwaqwa Campus. 

 

Knowing what the university is and what it wants to be from an academic planning 

perspective is the precondition for appropriate enrolment planning and 

management to take place. This in turn ensures the financial (and by implication 

academic) viability of the UFS. This is an ongoing problem for the UFS. While 

important progress has been made in this area in the last four years, the institution 

is not yet truly operationalising its own enrolment plan. This is an urgent challenge 

that needs addressing as it affects the image of the university as much as it affects 

its financial and academic sustainability. 
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Further matters of significance are to increase enrolments, better the throughput 

rate for undergraduate students, maintain student enrolment numbers especially 

in the areas of engineering, natural and physical sciences, increase admission point 

requirements that should result in better throughput rates and a bigger pool of 

potential postgraduate students, and to manage students who are not able to 

continue their studies as a result of outstanding fees.  

 

 

6.  REFLECTION ON PHASE 1 OF THE QEP (suggested length 2-6 pages) 

 

6.1  What has been the effect on the university of participating in the QEP for the 

past two years? 

 

The effect on the university of participating in the QEP is mainly twofold, (1) it 

facilitated a better understanding of the differences among HEIs ranging from 

compliance driven to high impact, to really innovative and long lasting quality 

assurance approaches and initiatives, and (2) the identification of common issues 

and challenges hampering student success.  

 

The UFS recognises the QEP as an important opportunity to gain self-insight; this 

was done by evaluating and reporting on our progress according to the four focus 

areas. We also set ourselves the challenge to deal honestly with the insights that 

we gained from the process.   

 

6.2  In what ways did the university’s involvement in the QEP promote or strengthen 

collaboration with other universities on specific issues? 

 

The QA Workshop in May, 2015 provided a platform to strengthen collaboration 

with other universities, specifically regarding accreditation procedures and issues 

surrounding re-accreditation, and to share mutually beneficial information.  

Achieving this intentional collaboration across institutions the UFS capitalised on 

the expertise of peers in relation to the processes and obstacles involved in the 

HEQSF alignment process. 

 

The workshop on assessment and recognition of university teaching in the Focus 

Area: Enhancing Academics as Teachers in June 2015 based on the pedagogical 

competence model created a valuable collaboration platform on how to assess 

good university teaching in order to provide suitable staff development, career 

advancement opportunities and rewards. This workshop included faculty deans 

and directors from centres of teaching and learning. This started with critical 

discussions that led to the building of capacity in these areas.  

 

6.3  Looking back over the past two years, in a page or two, summarise the 

university’s main triumphs, improvements, changes and challenges related to 

the four QEP focus areas. 
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Triumphs: In the last two years the University has put renewed efforts into 

improving its performance in the academic core areas. The UFS’s focus on 

teaching and learning excellence has found expression in a number of initiatives 

that required greater alignment as well as time to start showing fruit. The UFS is 

positive about its achievements and it is continuously encouraged to make 

excellence the mark of everything we do across our core functions.  

 

In 2014 the VC was reappointed for another five-year term starting 1 July 2014; 

this has been marked by an even more focused set of targets designed to spur 

the achievement of academic excellence. The improvement of student success is 

the first of five targets that concentrate the mind of faculties and the support 

services foundation for the next five years. The first aspect of this is the 

improvement of success rates in 20 selected modules where less than 50% of the 

enrolled students pass. The expectation is that a number of purposeful 

interventions will result in improved success rates within two years. The second 

aspect of the improvement of student success is to address the dropping out of 

students during their first year of study. The UFS loses approximately 20% of its 

first-year intake and by the end of five years the UFS has lost above 40% of the 

enrolled cohort for a three-year degree. Thus, the other area of work in relation 

to student success is to understand and intervene in the articulation gap from 

school and the transitions between the first, second and senior years in different 

programmes. Taking all of this as a point of departure the VC has committed each 

dean to specific targets the achievement of which will be supported by a number 

of interventions, coordinated from the Vice-Rector: Academic portfolio.  

 

The acceleration and deepening of the UFS strategy brought the urgency of 

improving teaching and learning to the fore. Important for this purpose is the 

consolidation of the UFS’s institutional thinking on teaching and learning in 

agreed upon documents that serve as guidance for action and means of 

communication between faculties, support units like the CTL, and the Rectorate 

of the University. One such document was the UFS Teaching and Learning 

Strategy submitted to Senate by the CTL in 2014. The new teaching and learning 

strategy comprises seven objectives to promote quality teaching and learning 

and student success and engages with the definition of graduate attributes for 

the UFS. All the objectives are mutually reinforcing and are intended to facilitate 

the development of a teaching and learning culture that equips the University to 

meet its strategic goals: 

i. Raising awareness of quality teaching and learning;  

ii. Developing excellent teachers;  

iii. Engaging students for success;  

iv. Building an organisation for change and teaching and learning leadership;  

v. Aligning institutional policies to foster quality teaching and learning;  

vi. Highlighting innovation as a driver for change; and  

vii. Evidence-based change through assessment. 

 

A second triumph is the establishment of the Centre for Teaching and Learning 

(CTL) which in its short existence has made fundamental strides in the 
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development of knowledge for and of transformation in the area of pedagogy 

and curriculum. The CTL has been responsible for the framing and 

implementation of the DHET’s Teaching Development Grant (TDG) as well as for 

the conceptualisation and organisation of the UFS’s common first-year module, 

UFS101. The quality of the work of CTL, particularly in the area of student 

engagement, has been internationally recognised. Similarly the CTL is 

responsible for the UFS access programmes and the administration of the DHET 

Foundation Grant that supports this endeavour. This area is also one of the 

acknowledged strengths of CTL work. Given its complex origins as the 

amalgamation and restructuring of a number of units but also given its growing 

programmatic activities CTL has a large number of staff. Only 40% of its costs are 

funded directly by the UFS. CTL has a direct if loose relationship with the faculties 

through the appointment of teaching and learning managers with TDG funds. 

Until now, CTL has operated as a provider of services in relation to individual 

academics interested in improving their teaching ability; has played a role in 

student support through the Academic Literacy Unit and the Write Site and the 

deployment of academic advising. The CTL is technically a support service; yet 

the knowledge it produces and utilises in its work is disciplinary (academic) 

knowledge. The current and potential role of CTL in the transformation of 

teaching and learning is vital for the University.  The CTL also has four identified 

focus areas of work related to the four QEP focus areas: research on teaching 

and learning; academic staff development; student learning and development; 

curriculum delivery and innovation, and access with success.  

 

Improvements: There has been a significant improvement in the quality and 

appropriateness of the interpretation of data at the UFS in the last three years. 

As a rule, DIRAP interprets and integrates data and information at the macro 

level (up to faculty level) for executive management purposes. In addition to 

producing high quality research outputs on student success (and thereby 

contributing invaluable knowledge for transformation), the CTL also plays a very 

significant role in translating evidence to action for student success at the UFS. 

Whereas DIRAP informs strategy and develops policy, the CTL works directly with 

academic managers and lecturing staff to translate strategy and operationalise 

policy in the classroom coalface. 

 

An additional improvement is the academic review process which included an 

internal self-evaluation and an external peer evaluation that served as the basis 

for the development of a quality improvement plan. The purpose of the 

academic reviews was to assess the quality of the University’s academic offerings 

relative to benchmarked national and international standards as well as the 

alignment of curriculum with the mission and strategic aspirations of the UFS. 

The review criteria as well as peer review panels were chosen by faculties in 

collaboration with DIRAP. The process of curricular review was conducted 

centrally with peer review teams reporting directly to DIRAP and the Vice Rector 

Academic. Moreover, the outcomes of the reviews were presented in an 

aggregated manner to the APDC as a way of helping the institution take 

ownership of the findings and the areas for action identified in the review 
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reports. In this context the UFS received teams of external evaluators who came 

to help review programmes and departments. Interviewees noted that it has 

improved communication between faculties; facilitated better alignment 

between modules, between programmes and between academic departments; 

stimulated engagement with external stakeholders; and provided much-needed 

support to academics attempting to affect change and improvement in their 

departments. Another improvement is the Kresge’s Siyaphumelela project 

constituting a unique opportunity for the UFS to assess, improve and provide 

greater conceptual and organisational depth to the way it has been thinking 

about student success. The Kresge’s Siyaphumelela project provides a potentially 

very powerful external stimulus to galvanise the institution into action at a higher 

level of commitment.  

 

Changes: The changes related to the four QEP focus areas include, as a result of 

the impetus given by the VC to student success, led to the reconfiguration of the 

Vice-Rector: Academic portfolio. It now holds together CTL, DIRAP, Student 

Affairs and the faculties. The fact that four key elements in the development and 

implementation of an institutional strategy for student success reside in the 

same line management is almost an ideal scenario to tackle the most serious 

problem of South African higher education after 20 years of democracy.  

 

Another change is the University’s integrative institutional approach to quality as a 

shared understanding of its strategic, pedagogic and political importance for 

transformation. In particular, a new concept for quality assurance has been 

developed under the Quality Enhancement Framework which views quality 

assurance as an opportunity to create knowledge expected to feed into the 

improvement of the core elements of teaching and learning. As a consequence, IQA 

at UFS has been integrated into academic planning, rather than forming a stand-

alone function. This framework represents the second stage in the engagement 

with quality at the UFS and it works towards changing notions of quality assurance 

as answering questions against set criteria to one of asking questions of existing 

practices at the university. The Framework argues the importance of aligning any 

quality system with the broader strategic direction of the UFS and with the detailed 

strategies in the core functions. Thus the point of departure is that quality is a 

university responsibility that can only truly be addressed internally by academics. 

The implementation of the framework therefore relies on the following six 

principles: (i) academic freedom, (ii) faculty leadership, (iii) accountability, (iv) 

student engagement, (v) evidence, and (vi) impact. 

 

Following some of the most substantive conceptual critiques levelled at quality 

assurance, the UFS is adopting a critical realist paradigm to develop a new 

framework and practices for quality assurance at the university. This implies 

focusing not only on identifying the causes of certain behaviours at departmental 

or institutional level, but also on trying to understand how different actors (e.g. 

academics, heads of department, deans, students, etc.) explain their own actions, 

as well as how these understandings and actions interface with institutional 

structures (e.g. Senate committees, Faculty Boards, support services, Rectorate). 
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From this perspective, the main purpose of a new framework for quality assurance 

is for departments to examine their implicit or explicit understandings of teaching 

and learning in order to identify what works and what does not and why. 

 

This knowledge should help the institution to improve its teaching and learning, 

and therefore the student experience of our academic programmes. The new 

focus looks at quantitative evidence and policies as entry points to interrogate 

teaching and learning practices. In practical terms, the new framework focuses on 

what enables good teaching. Said differently, how does an academic department 

understand what works and under what conditions? Such an approach moves 

from a compliance orientation to an enhancement focus by creating opportunities 

to think and re-think why a particular reality occurs. 

 

Challenges: The challenges experiences are, in relation to: 

Focus Area 1: Enhancing Academics as Teachers: Failure to attract and retain highly 

qualified and diverse academic staff. Currently the equity profile of academic staff 

is unsatisfactory. High quality teaching and research staff are unequally distributed 

across programmes 

 

Focus Area 2: Enhancing Student Support and Development: There are two major 

challenges that are jeopardising student success: i) the articulation gap between 

school and higher education at first-year level. This results in low success rates in 

first-year modules and a high drop-out rate in the first year of study; and ii) 

inappropriate transitions between first and second year and between second and 

third year. This results in high levels of failure in senior modules and low throughput 

rates. Contributing to this challenge as listed in the University’s Institutional Risk 

Register, 2015 is the UFS’ failure to attract excellent and diverse undergraduate 

students.  

 

Focus Area 3: Enhancing the Learning Environment: Risk of not being able to 

appropriately integrate processes, management and information The success of 

the University’s strategy depends to a large extent on its ability to integrate 

management, administrative and academic process and manage its management 

information effectively. Although some steps have been taken in this regard, much 

remains to be done for the University to achieve its goals.  

 

The success of the University’s efforts to increase student success depends to a 

large extent on its ability to integrate management, administrative and academic 

processes and manage its management information effectively. Although some 

steps have been taken in this regard, much remains to be done for the University 

to achieve its goals. The reasonableness of what can be measured in a given time 

frame should be taken into consideration. To effectively report on change it is 

however necessary to use a longer time period given the nature of teaching and 

learning, as well as the manner in which change is accepted and implemented, a 

minimum period of about five years would be more sensible to understand 

impacts and trends.  

 


