
Suzan Chala spoke to 
the foot-soldiers of 
higher education 
quality assurance

Some private higher institutions exag-
gerate their strengths and do not men-
tion their weaknesses in the hope of

being accredited. This is one thing that Der-
rick Zitha, a Council on Higher Education
(CHE) project administrator in the HEQC
division, has learnt by comparing what’s
written on the application to the reality dur-
ing site visits. 

Zitha recalls one experience when he flew to
Durban for an evaluation of what he had been
led to believe was a “developed institution with
the necessary requirements”. He and his col-
league left their hotel for their 7:30am
appointment at the institution, expecting to be
busy there for most of the day. “I was a bit
intimidated at the idea of meeting all those
professors mentioned on paper,” Zitha says. 

They arrived at the address quite quickly
but were very confused by what they saw.
“We drove around the building a couple of
times wondering if we were at the right
place. The building did not look anything
like a learning institution,” he says. “The tall
building had no sign whatsoever of where
the school was. We had to ask around.”

They eventually found the principal’s
office, which they later discovered was also
used as a staff room and a library. “We inter-
viewed the principal and then asked to meet
his deputy. The deputy principal was a former

student who had graduated the previous year.
We then asked to meet other staff members
and we discovered that the two were the only
staff at the institution. When we asked to
meet the people whom they named on their
submission, we were told some of them had
died, while some had left the country. It was
clear those people never existed.”

After an interview with the principal and
his deputy, the evaluators were shown a
“library”, which was a shelf filled with no
more than 50 books. And as for the class-
rooms: “There were only two very small,
dilapidated classrooms. Each had about 10
chairs and a few tables,” says Zitha.

The site visit, which normally takes more
than just one day, took about three to four
hours to complete. “All we had to do to see the
school was to stand in the corridor and there it
was — the whole school — two classrooms and
an office-library-staff room,” recalls Zitha. 

According to Theo Bhengu, manager of
programme accreditation and private
providers, this institution cannot continue to
operate until it has implemented changes to
meet the conditions for accreditation.

Although this was one of the worst cases,
Bhengu says there is a tendency among pri-
vate providers to misrepresent themselves
on their paper submissions. For example, “At
one institution, the evaluators were shown a
bar when they asked for a recreational facil-
ity,” he says. 

Bhengu, however, says there are institu-
tions out there offering quality higher edu-
cation. “I think some of them are getting
there. This process is new to them. They
need time to build their capacity,” he says.

VI the Teacher February 2003

Weeding out the rubbish 

Hazel Friedman

If the Supreme Movie Maker were scouting
around for a suitable location to film some
of the finest fruits of His creation, Helder-

berg College would definitely make it onto
His shortlist. Facing the towering Hotten-
tot’s Holland mountain range which frames
Somerset West, it’s a place that seems almost
frozen in history. 

In 1893 Helderberg was established in the
Western Cape as one of 95 higher education
institutions worldwide owned by the Seventh
Day Adventist Church (SDA). Seventh Day
Adventism is based on the writings of Ellen G
White, believing that the faithful are judged
by their works and that this judgment deter-
mines one’s salvation.

Over a century after its inception, Helder-
berg has come to symbolise diversity and
dynamism. Not only is it the institution of
choice for an increasing number of foreign
students, but also for Southern Africa’s future
movers and shakers in government, com-
merce and industry. Police Commissioner
Jackie Selebi’s daughter is one who attends
Helderberg, as do several top students spon-
sored by the Botswana government. 

“Last year we had three Chinese gradu-
ates,” says Helderberg’s Nhlanhla Moya. “Out
of a student body of 370 we have 16 students
from the East.”

From its inception Helderberg College not
only emphasised academic tuition and reli-
gious guidance but also a respect for physical
labour. This meant that in addition to their
studies, students were expected to con-
tribute to the upkeep of the extensive prop-
erty by performing agricultural and mainte-
nance duties. 

This self-sufficient approach to education
was predicated chiefly on the SDA belief in sal-
vation through work. Today, although students
still perform manual duties, there is a far
greater emphasis on academic achievement.

The college, one of eight in Africa, is
entirely funded by the SDA Church. Stu-
dents can live on campus at the gender-spe-
cific residences and in accordance with SDA
principles which include the prohibition of
tobacco and alcohol. If some find these rules
too restrictive, they can simply enrol as day
students. “As Christians, SDAs believe in the
holistic development of the individual.
Although we do not discriminate against
students raised on other religious or even
agnostic beliefs, we encourage well-balanced
students who subscribe to our view of the
world and ourselves. For this reason our
courses are not exclusively career-driven,”
says Moya.

In addition to bachelors of arts, business
administration, and a bachelor of science in
psychology, Helderberg offers a comprehen-
sive theology degree, which has attracted stu-
dents from various denominations worldwide. 

Although Helderberg has no plans to offer
postgraduate courses, the college offers diplo-
mas in subjects from public relations to Eng-
lish as a second language. The latter has proven
one of the more attractive drawcards for 
foreign students already encouraged by 
the favourable exchange rate. Many of its stu-

dents are studying on bursaries or 
foreign-government sponsorships, without
which they could not attend. And fees compare
favourably with other tertiary institutions.

“Students from Korea, Japan, China and
Taiwan, in particular, have benefited greatly
from this course, and many have decided to
remain on the campus afterwards to com-
plete another diploma or degree,” says Moya.

Helderberg’s popularity has grown 
for other reasons too. A recent study com-
piled by the Human Sciences Research
Council found that Helderberg was 
widely regarded as one of the top private
colleges in the Western Cape. Personalised
attention and tuition — the student to lec-
turer ration is 15 to 1 — was cited as one of
the main reasons.

One of Helderberg’s 2002 graduates from Taiwan, Z Mengyu (left) with Shirley
Harebottle from South Africa.

Far more than just religion

Helderberg students from East Africa
selling their wares during cultural day.
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Taking you Higher

Suzan Chala

While private providers of higher
education have proven them-
selves to be especially strong in

areas like design and film studies, many of
them still have to walk a mile before they
can match the quality offered at public
institutions.

A report on The state of private higher

education provision in South Africa by the
Council on Higher Education (CHE) points
out some of the sector’s weaknesses. Some
challenges come directly from the structure
of the National Qualifications Framework
(NQF), as institutions struggle to match
their courses to the eight levels the 
NQF demarcates.

For example, 85% of the programmes
looked at were found to be more suited to

the Further Education and Training band
(NQF levels 2-4) than to Higher Education
(NQF levels 5-8).

Theo Bhengu, manager of accreditation
at the CHE’s Higher Education Quality
Committee (HEQC) says another problem
common to 84% of the programmes was
that their titles did not accurately reflect
the course content. “You find that a pro-
gramme is called ‘Information Technology’,

for example, but if you look at the subjects
and content, the programme is actually
computer literacy,” Bhengu says.

The process of addressing these and other
weaknesses is under way. Last month, a CHE
workshop, on the accreditation process, held
in Pretoria for private providers highlighted
key points such as matching programmes
with the needs of the world of work. Strate-
gies to achieve this include providing 
internship programmes, which should
become a prerequisite for students’ qualifi-
cations; and inviting an external moderator
to assess programmes, especially for the exit-
level examination papers.

Quality comes under the microscope


