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STUDENT ACCESS AND ARTICULATION 

 

Makhapa Makhafola1 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Walter Sisulu University for Technology and Science is the result of the merger between 
two technikons (Border and Eastern Cape Technikons) and one university (University of 
Transkei). The three institutions merged on 1 July 2005. WSU will be a comprehensive 
institution offering 70 percent technikon type and 30 percent university type programmes 
(DoE, 2003). It is located in the Eastern Cape Province, with campuses spread over an 
area of approximately 1000 kilometres with delivery sites in Buffalo City, Mthatha, 
Butterworth and Queenstown. WSU is a developmental university and as such is 
technological, scientific, innovative, and responsive (Morgan, 2005). These 
characteristics flow from its vision and mission.  

 

WSU vision 

WSU will be a leading African comprehensive university focusing on innovative 
educational research and community partnership programmes that are responsive to 
local, regional, national, continental and international developmental priorities. 

WSU mission 

In pursuit of its vision as a developmental university, WSU 

• provides an educationally vibrant and enabling environment that is conducive to 
the advancement of quality academic, moral, cultural and technological learner-
centred education for holistic intellectual empowerment, growth and effective use 
of information. 

• maintains the highest possible standards in innovative teaching and learnerships, 
basic and applied research, and community partnerships in cooperation with 
developmental agencies and the public and private sectors. 

• provides affordable, appropriate, career-focused and professional programmes 
that address rural development and urban renewal, with a primary emphasis on 
science, technology and developmental studies. 

                                                 
1 Dr Makhapa Makhafola is Interim Director, Quality Management Directorate, Walter Sisulu University. 
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• creates a new generation of highly skilled graduates capable of understanding 
and addressing complex societal challenges, with critical scholarly and 
entrepreneurial attributes grounded on morally sound work ethics and 
responsible leadership. 

 

The mission of the institution is in line with the national transformation policy goals. In 
terms of ‘fitness of purpose’ it is therefore appropriate. The programmes in the institution 
have been tested for compliance with the mission, using compliance instruments (11 
criteria) that the institution has developed. 

WSU is in the process of designing the shape of its programme qualification mix (PQM), 
which is guided by both the internal (vision and mission) and external imperatives 
(National Plan for Higher Education, DoE, 2001). One of the key goals of the National 
Plan (NPHE) is to increase access and improve articulation. This paper discusses both 
access and articulation in the new dispensation and how WSU has responded to the 
external imperatives. This is demonstrated in the strategic decisions that the institution 
has taken in responding to both the Education White Paper (3) (DoE, 1997) and the 
NPHE, as follows: 

• Admission strategy (Access): Develop a strategy that will allow appropriate 
placement for new students. 

• Throughput strategy: Develop student and academic support that will enable those 
students who qualify for admission to complete their programme of study. 

• Capping: Reduce current head count of 23 000 to 20 000 for the period 2005–
2009. 

• Areas/Faculties: Prioritise Health Sciences; Education; Science and Engineering; 
Business, Management Sciences and Law; and Applied Technology. 

 

2. WSU SIZE, SHAPE AND PROGRAMME FOCUS AREA 

In response to the Minister of Education’s Student Enrolment Planning in Public Higher 
Education (DoE, 2005b) WSU would like its student enrolment to be capped at the 
current head count of 23 000. The institution plans to reduce the number to 20 000 for the 
period 2005–2009 as discussed with the Department of Education (DoE) and contained in 
the SEPHE report. Table 1 shows the current shape of WSU. 
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         Table 1: Shape of WSU in 2005 
 

 Programme focus area Total Percentage 
2005 

Percentage 
2009 

Beyond 
2009 

Science, Engineering and 
Technology (SET) 

4264.835 22 30–40 35–40 

Business, Management Sciences 
and Law 

7858.213 41 35–40 30–35 

Education 3099.831 16 15–20 15–20 
Humanities and Social Sciences 3243.843 17 05–10 05–10 
Health Sciences 674.478 04 05–10 10–15 
TOTAL 19141.200 100   
 

The following clusters of programmes have been identified as focus areas for WSU in 
line with the vision and mission of the institution (Morgan, 2005): 

• Health: Rural development is the niche area for WSU. The aim of the health 
programme is to address the health needs of the region by training nurses, doctors, 
public health workers, clinical and counselling psychologists, social workers and 
community based health care workers. 

• Science, engineering and technology (SET): The aim of this focus area is to 
develop engineering and other technological skills (scarce skills) for enhanced 
infrastructure delivery in line with government’s intention to develop the 
province’s infrastructure. Science is the backbone of this area. 

• Business, management and economic development: WSU has noted the need 
for effective planning, research, information management, information 
technology, human resource management, financial management and book-
keeping, project management, and corporate and administrative management 
skills in provincial departments and local government, as well as more conceptual 
skills in economic literacy and rural development. 

• Education: The aim of this focus area is to provide both the initial preparation of 
teachers and continuing teacher development programmes, with special emphasis 
on mathematics and science education. 

 

Discussions are under way to drastically reduce the number of programmes in the area of 
Humanities and Social Sciences (Morgan, 2005). This Faculty will be unbundled, with 
some programmes discontinued and others retained where these programmes support the 
four focus areas listed above. 

The following are the WSU proposed Faculties and Delivery sites: 
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Faculty 

 

: Delivery site 

Health Science : Mthatha 

Education : Mthatha and Queenstown 

Science and 
Engineering 

: Buffalo City and Butterworth 

Business, Management 
Sciences and Law 

: Buffalo City, Butterworth, Mthatha and Queenstown 

Applied Technology : Buffalo City and Butterworth 

 

WSU is governed by the Council and a single executive management structure and has 
joint governance structures such as the Senate, Institutional Forum, Student 
Representative Council (SRC) and Faculty Boards. It has opted for an academic structure 
that consists of Faculties, Schools and Departments headed by Deans, Directors and 
Heads of Departments respectively. The Dean/Director of Research will also form part of 
this model. WSU will be a comprehensive institution offering predominantly technikon 
type programmes.  

 

3. A COMPREHENSIVE UNIVERSITY 

The National Working Group (NWG) in 2001 recommended that a comprehensive 
institution be created in South Africa that would offer a combination of technikon and 
university type programmes. The intention was to provide more technikon type 
programmes throughout the country, especially in rural areas where such programmes did 
not exist, for example Venda and Zululand (NWG, 2001).  

South Africa uses the term comprehensive university differently from other countries. 
Internationally, it is loosely used by a number of different institutional types to signify a 
broad educational thrust and range of academic programmes, from career focused to 
professional, and from general academic to specialist, along a horizontal axis (CHET, 
2004). The curriculum in such institutions covers a spectrum of knowledge domains, 
from the narrowly vocational at one end to the generally formative at the other.  

The NWG recommended a binary divide between programmes in comprehensive 
universities in South Africa, with university type and technikon type programmes running 
side by side (NWG, 2001). This can be a problem where a programme is offered at both 
the diploma and the degree level, where most students will enrol for a degree programme 
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because it has a more status than the diploma. The result will be to decrease the number 
of technikon type programmes. As Trish Gibbon (CHET, 2004) put it, ‘there has been 
considerable poaching on both sides of the divide’. The binary divide should therefore be 
scrutinised and students allowed to move between programmes. 

 

3.1. National policy goals and objectives 

The comprehensive universities are expected to contribute to achieving a range of goals 
identified in the National Plan that are central to the government’s human resource 
development strategy, including 

• increased access, particularly in career-focused programmes, with prospective 
students able to choose from a wider variety of programmes with different entry 
requirements; 

• improved articulation between the career focused and general academic 
programmes, thus facilitating student mobility between programmes; 

• expanded opportunities for research and the strengthening and development of 
applied research through linking emerging foci of the technikons to the current 
research strengths of the universities; and 

• enhanced capacity (because of the broader range of expertise and foci) to respond 
to the social and economic needs of the region in general and of industry and civil 
society in particular. (DoE, 2001: 24)  

 

Reading off from the broad policy directives and objectives, the characteristics of the 
South African comprehensive university seem to be: 

• Diversity – through the offering of a diverse range of academic 
programmes (vocational, career-focused, professional and general 
formative) of both university and technikon type. 

• Accessibility – through the opportunities created by a variety of entry and 
exit points. 

• Student mobility – through developing strong vertical and horizontal 
articulation pathways.  

• Responsiveness – through the development of a suite of educational 
programmes and research foci appropriate to local, regional and national 
needs. 
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• Flexibility – through the strengthening of relationships with community, 
civic, government, business, and industry partners for local and regional 
development. Flexibility should enable the institution to meet the human 
resource needs of the local (and wider) context through its training 
programmes, and to contribute to the development of the communities it 
serves through the application and extension of its knowledge and 
expertise.  

 

Various countries worldwide have embarked on educational initiatives to meet some of 
the objectives outlined above. Some examples are the British post-1992 universities 
(former polytechnics) and mergers between further education/higher education (FE/HE); 
the US land grant universities; the German Gesamthochschulen (comprehensive 
institutions); and the Finnish polytechnics (DoE, 2004a). Most international examples are 
across the FE/HE divide, which makes the South African model a unique one because 
comprehensives are located within the HE sector. Locating the comprehensive in the HE 
sector could be a distinct advantage for the South African institutions, because here the 
levels, standards, qualifications and status did not differ as widely as they did in the 
international examples, where difficulties were encountered in implementing reforms. 
This does not mean that there will not be difficulties in the South African situation which 
will require sensitive handling.  

The challenge facing comprehensive universities in South Africa is whether the broad 
policy directives and objectives can be translated into organisational forms and 
programme models within which to embody multiple functions. Of the six 
comprehensive universities, three (the Universities of Venda, Zululand and Walter Sisulu 
University) are historically disadvantaged, poor and rural, with the exception of WSU 
which has both rural and urban campuses. Two (Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University 
and the University of Johannesburg) are urban institutions. The sixth (the University of 
South Africa) is very different in character – it is an open learning and distance education 
institution with a student population of over 200 000 (CHET, 2004).  

All six comprehensive universities are facing the challenge of creating a strong, 
integrated institutional identity and also restructuring their curriculum. Some are faced 
with phasing out the programmes that are not viable. Another challenge they face is to 
safeguard the binary divide, as failure to maintain it might lead to either the technikon 
type or the university type programmes weakening or even being phased out completely.  

 

3.2 Organisational models 

Two dominant models emerge from the international experience (DoE, 2004a): 
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• Separate colleges with single management: provision in distinct colleges or 
faculties with articulation pathways to degree and higher degree studies; separate 
faculties with separate programmes. 

• Integrated faculties with diverse programmes: integration of provision across 
faculties with clear pathways for progression; diverse programmes within 
integrated faculties. 

The advantage of the first model is that it would certainly maintain the binary divide, if 
that is the primary objective. But there are some disadvantages. The institution will have 
a single identity but in practice be split into two distinct organisations. Educational 
separation would perpetuate the perception of status differentiation among staff. The 
NWG did allude to the drift towards university programmes and an erosion of the 
technikon type programmes; such a drift should be discouraged at all costs. The 
advantage of the second model is that academic staff would be integrated into faculties, 
schools or departments with a diverse array of programmes.  

There is a third option, which is the ‘hybrid’ of the two models. The hybrid model 
integrates some programmes into common faculties while other programmes for which 
little correspondence can be found in the other sector would be housed in separate 
faculties. WSU is in the process of finalising the organisational model, which looks likely 
to be the hybrid model. The Faculty of Health Science is offering the university type 
programmes, the Faculty of Applied Technology is offering the technikon type 
programmes and the Faculty of Business, Management Sciences and Law is offering both 
technikon and university type programmes. The disadvantage of the hybrid model is that 
it could produce differentiation of an undesirable kind that might fragment the identity of 
the institution. 

 

4. ACCESS FOR SUCCESS 

The challenge of widening access and participation is to ensure that those to whom access 
is granted have a fair chance of academic success. The widening of higher education 
(HE) access is an equity-driven concern. The higher education institution should make 
sure that admission to programmes is in line with the NPHE goal of widening access to 
higher education (DoE, 2001). The DoE has set size and shape equity targets for the HE 
system, and the plans for attaining them. The NPHE sets the following equity targets 
(DoE, 2001): 

• National enrolment targets in terms of ‘size’ – a participation rate in HE of the 
20–24 year age group of 20 percent to be achieved over the next 10–15 years. 

• National enrolment targets in terms of ‘shape’ – enrolments to be 40 percent in 
the humanities, 30 percent in business and commerce and 30 percent in science, 
engineering and technology (SET) over the next 10–15 years. 
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The current participation rate is 18 percent, according to the DoE’s Student Enrolment 
Planning in Public Higher Education document (DoE, 2005b). This is close to the 20 
percent target in the National Plan, which suggested that it would take at least ten years to 
achieve. This should also be considered in assessing the affordability and sustainability of 
student enrolment plans. The increase in student numbers confirms the DoE position on 
access and equity.  

Institutions are encouraged to develop flexible entry requirements and selection 
mechanisms for general admission, as well as additional requirements for the programme, 
where applicable. The widening of access further involves intensive curriculum 
development. One of the flexible entry routes is through recognition of prior learning 
(RPL). Not more than ten percent of the student intake for the programme should be 
through the RPL route (CHE, 2004a). 

 

4.1 The current admission requirements 

The Higher Education Act (1997) does not specify a minimum admissions requirement 
for higher education study, but it does require that ‘the admissions policy of a public 
higher education institution must provide for the redress of past inequalities’ (CHE, 
2004b). Universities, which offer degrees, and universities of technology (former 
technikons), which offer mainly diplomas and advanced/higher certificates, have 
different entry requirements. The admission arrangements for public higher education 
institutions (HEIs) are administered by the Matriculation Board of the South African 
Universities Vice-Chancellors’ Association (SAUVCA) and by the Committee of 
Technikon Principals (CTP). The CTP and SAUVCA have merged to form what is now 
known as Higher Education South Africa (HESA).  

The minimum admission requirement for study at the universities of technology (UoTs) 
is the Senior Certificate, or an equivalent school-leaving qualification. The UoTs offer 
mainly the higher certificate or advanced certificate, a diploma or an advanced diploma 
and also the Bachelor of Technology (BTech). The admission requirement for the BTech 
is the national diploma. The UoTs have an additional entry requirement: the National 
Certificate N3 with passes in official languages and a minimum pass of 40 percent in at 
least four subjects or the National Certificate N4 with passes in at least four appropriate 
subjects attained with 50 percent or higher and proof of communication competence in 
the institution’s medium of instruction. 

The minimum entry requirement for a bachelor’s degree course at universities is a Senior 
Certificate with a matriculation endorsement, or a certificate of complete or conditional 
exemption from the matriculation endorsement requirements. Most South African 
universities use a point rating system to select students. A number of programmes also 
require particular school subjects for entry into diploma and degree courses. Universities 
are allowed to set additional admissions requirements such as the Senate Discretionary 
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Conditional Exemption. The person who is awarded the conditional exemption is 
believed to have demonstrated that he or she meets the selection requirements approved 
by the Senate.  

In response to the NPHE, most institutions use additional forms of assessment to select 
and appropriately place students, especially where their school-leaving results are below 
the entry requirement. A number of universities also offer foundation programmes to 
strengthen students’ knowledge and skills base. The DoE is funding the foundation 
programmes, which also help improve throughput rate.  

Some institutions have RPL processes and procedures as an alternative route to allow 
access to the adult students (non-traditional students) who would like to pursue diploma 
or degree courses. The South African Qualification Authority (SAQA) has stated that all 
qualifications registered on the National Qualification Framework (NQF) should include 
RPL as a means of entry to higher education institutions. Institutions are expected to 
integrate RPL into their access and curriculum development policies.  

The challenge facing higher education in South Africa is the introduction of the National 
Senior Certificate (NSC) – a qualification at level 4 on the National Qualifications 
Framework, Government Gazette, Vol. 481, No. 27819, July 2005. The NSC will first be 
issued in 2008 and students entering higher education in 2009 must therefore meet the 
requirements of the new policy, which will be implemented from 1 January 2009. Unlike 
the current Senior Certificate, the new NSC does not have the Higher/Standard/Lower 
grade distinction.  

 

4.1.1 Further Education and Training Certificate (FETC) Grades 10–12 

The National Curriculum Statement Grades 10–12 (General) policy for the Further 
Education and Training Certificate (DoE, 2005a) is a new school curriculum for Grade 
10–12 learners which contains 29 subjects. From 2006 all learners entering Grade 10 will 
be required to take seven subjects. To qualify for a National Senior Certificate at the end 
of Grade 12 they must take seven subjects and meet the requirements for each as stated in 
the policy for the NSC. All recognised subjects have a credit value of 20, except Life 
Orientation (credit value of 10).  

There are different NSC requirements for admission to the Higher Certificate, the 
Diploma and the Bachelor’s Degree. The minimum admission requirements for the 
Bachelor’s Degree balance a number of important considerations. The bar must be set 
high enough to fairly reflect the cognitive demands that will be made on degree students 
but not to undermine the important objectives of equity and wider access (DoE, 2005a). 
The following are the recommended minimum admission requirements as stipulated in 
the policy: 

• Higher Certificate: An NSC as certified by the Council for General and Further 
Education and Training (Umalusi). Institutional and programme needs may 
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require appropriate combinations of recognised NSC subjects and levels of 
achievement.  

• Diploma: An NSC as certified by Umalusi with an achievement rating of 3 
(Moderate Achievement, 40–49 percent), or higher, in four recognised NSC 20-
credit subjects. Institutional and programme needs may require appropriate 
combinations of recognised FETC subjects and levels of achievement. 

• Bachelor’s Degree: An NSC as certified by Umalusi with an achievement rating 
of 4 (Adequate Achievement, 50–59 percent), or higher, in four subjects chosen 
from the recognised 20-credit NSC subjects. An institution is entitled to specify 
an appropriate level of subject achievement for a particular programme.  

Seven levels of competence have been described for each subject. The various 
achievement levels and their corresponding percentage bands are shown in Table 2. 

 
       Table 2: Scale of achievement for the FETC Grades 10–12 
 

Rating Code Rating Marks in % 
6 Outstanding achievement 80–100 
5 Meritorious achievement 70–79 
4 Substantial achievement 60–69 
3 Moderate achievement 50–59 
2 Adequate achievement 40–49 
1 Elementary achievement 30–39 
0 Not achieved 0–29 

 

 

4.2 Student access at WSU 

As a comprehensive university, WSU uses both technikon (UoTs) and university entry 
requirements depending on the programme a student enrols for. The admission policy 
was approved by the Interim Council. WSU has set the following broad objectives to 
realise the goal of access for previously disadvantaged students (Dwayi, 2005): 

• To develop the academic profile of students. 

• To improve access by means of Assessment and Placement programmes. 

• To develop Foundation Programmes (extended curriculum).  

• To improve the throughput by means of Peer Collaborative 
Learning/Supplementary Instruction (SI).  
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• To improve WSU students’ culture of learning by the methodology of lifelong 
learning. 

• To improve WSU students’ quality of leadership and social development by 
means of internal experiential placement programmes. 

• To improve WSU students’ academic competence by means of one-to-one 
academic development sessions, and workshops and seminars on academic 
development. 

 

The widening of access is an equity driven concern and affects the strategies and 
procedures that an institution undertakes to make its educational services accessible to a 
diversity of students (CHE, 2004b). It involves developing flexible entry requirements 
and selection mechanisms, such as assessment for the purposes of the RPL, institutional 
or programme specific entry tests or alternative admissions procedures, and mature age 
exemption. It further involves intensive curriculum development, and often staff 
development as well, both to ensure that HE curricula are responsive to the learning 
needs of a diverse student intake and to enhance retention and graduation rates. Selection 
and placement is the heart of any admissions policy and involves the specific criteria and 
procedures that an institution can use to select applicants and place them in a particular 
programme of study (e.g. foundation programme or extended curriculum). 

 

5. HISTORY OF STUDENT ENROLMENT  

In 1948 the total number of black students enrolled at South African universities was 950 
– a mere 4.6 percent of total enrolments in South African universities (Shivambu, 2005). 
Black women were severely under-represented in institutions of higher learning. In 1960, 
women constituted 11.3 percent of total black enrolments. This increased to 18.9 percent 
in 1970. The proportion of black students in South African universities increased from 32 
percent in 1990 to 60 percent in 2000, and in technikons from 32 to 72 percent over the 
same period. The proportion of female students increased from 43 percent in 1993 to 53 
percent in 2000 (Shivambu, 2005). 

There was a significant increase in student numbers between 2000–2003 and African 
females had a 33 percent representation, the largest share of head count enrolments in 
2003 (DoE, 2005b). The following is the overall enrolment by race group: 

• 60 percent African (24 percent male and 24 percent female) 

• 6 percent coloured (30 percent male and 53 percent female) 

• 7 percent Indian (27 percent male and 37 percent female) 

• 27 percent white (9 percent male and 21 percent female). 
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This shows an increase in African students’ participation in higher education, but the 
majority of them are enrolled in distance education, humanities courses and teacher 
training programmes. The changes in gender and racial student enrolments, however, did 
not translate into equity in the distribution of female and black students across academic 
programmes or at the postgraduate level. While a significant number of black students 
have had access to higher education, their access to science, engineering and technology 
(SET) and business and commerce has been comparatively minimal; this is also a trend in 
research (Cloete & Bunting, 2000). The lack of access to the identified sectors is due to 
the poor pre-higher education system (the poor matric pass rate), which does not 
sufficiently prepare students from disadvantaged backgrounds (predominantly African 
and female) for a highly sophisticated higher education. The DoE is concerned that equity 
targets ensure that black and women students are selected and placed in programmes 
where they are currently under-represented.  

The matric pass rate is seen as an important benchmark for measuring learners’ 
performance and the standard of education in the country. The national trend in the 
matric pass rate saw a vast improvement from just over 60 percent in 2001 to over 70 
percent in 2003 (Kanjee, 2004). During the same period there was not much 
improvement in matric exemptions, and the national trend is still hovering below the 20 
percent mark. The improved matric pass rate drew comments suggesting it was due to 
examination papers becoming easier; inadequately prepared Grade 11 learners being held 
back; learners being required to take subjects at lower grades; lower cut-off scores for 
passes; and more lenient marking (Kanjee, 2004). 

 

5.1 Student enrolment planning in public higher education 

The overall number of enrolments at South African HE institutions increased from 
587 000 in 2000 to 718 000 in 2003 (DoE, 2005b). University enrolments increased by 
103 000 (or 27 percent), compared to the increase of 28 000 (or 14 percent) in technikon 
enrolments. Fifteen of the 20 universities had increases in enrolments in 2003 above the 
national average of 22 percent, compared with only seven of the 14 technikons.  

The SEPHE report highlights the government’s concerns that the higher education system 
has grown more rapidly than the available resources. The resultant shortfall in funding 
has put severe pressure on institutional infrastructure and personnel, thus compromising 
the ability of higher education institutions to discharge their teaching and research 
mandate. The report outlines an enrolment planning framework informed by three key 
factors (DoE, 2005b): 

1) The imperative to match enrolment plans with available resources to enable the 
higher education system to deliver on its teaching and research mandate. The 
current proposals have been developed based on the indicative Medium Term 
Expenditure Framework (MTEF) projections. 
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2) The need to ensure that enrolment plans are linked to national human resource 
and research priorities. It should be emphasised that any changes to institutional 
enrolment patterns that result from the proposals in this document must take into 
account national priorities, particularly in scarce skills fields such as teacher 
education and science, engineering and technology. 

3) The need to enhance quality, and in particular throughput and graduation rates. 
The introduction of funding for foundation programmes and the provision of 
development funds for teaching should contribute to this. It is important to ensure 
that attention is paid to developing foundation programmes in scarce skills areas. 

 

According to the DoE, the enrolment-planning proposal is a response to a number of 
troubling features in higher education (DoE, 2005b). First, increased access has not been 
accompanied by related strategies that ensure quality improvement in the institutions or 
in the sector. Second, growth in higher education has been driven by institutional 
interests and not by sectoral or national deliberations and plans. Third, enrolment growth 
has been unplanned, unrelated to available funding resources, and detached from the 
available physical and personnel resources of the institutions. Finally, the absence of 
planning has exacerbated the quality problems and led to high student dropout rates.  

Most institutions were advised to cap the number of students, starting from 2005. WSU 
was one of the institutions told to lower it from 23 000 during the period 2005–2009 and 
cap it at 17 000. WSU then agreed with the DoE it will be capped at the current 20 000. 
The SEPHE’s main goal is to ensure that student enrolments are matched with the 
available resources. However, a weakness of the SEPHE is its lack of clarity about the 
main objective of this exercise. The question asked by stakeholders in higher education is 
whether the SEPHE report is addressing dropout/throughput rates or attempting to 
manage escalating costs (HESA, 2005). The document does not begin to address the 
social consequences of this capping: that it serves to diminish opportunities for school 
leavers even further. The effect has been to reduce student numbers in higher education 
institutions, particularly non-paying students. 

A secondary assumption of the SEPHE report about the rationale of enrolment planning 
is that it will raise the overall systematic throughput rate (HESA, 2005). There are a 
variety of factors which affect throughput and dropout rates, such as poor pre-higher 
education schooling, insufficient and ineffective academic support, insufficient finances, 
lack of career guidance and advice, the effect of HIV and AIDS, and other social 
circumstances. There should be a comprehensive strategy to address these challenges, 
since a narrowed ‘capping’ of enrolments will serve to undo the equity and redress 
achievements registered since 1994.  

The Minister’s response to the draft SEPHE report is that the Department remains fully 
committed to promoting access equity and transformation in South African higher 
education (DoE, 2005b). The DoE has planned the following interventions in order to 
promote equity: the provision of funds of up to R267 million over a three-year period to 
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develop academic support programmes; increased support through the national student 
financial aid scheme; and incentives to institutions through the new funding formula to 
support those that improve their success rates. 

 

5.2 Student outputs and dropouts 

The number of black students in higher education has grown dramatically during the last 
ten years, but the throughput and graduation rates have not improved (Shivambu, 2005). 
Access without success is simply no access. The Education Minister raised a concern that 
only one in five students registered for a three-year degree in 2000 graduated in 2003 and 
half of those who had registered dropped out. The Minister said the government was 
spending close to R1.5 billion a year on students who fail at tertiary institutions. 

The total number of graduates and diplomates increase from 94 000 in 2000 to 109 000 in 
2003. This represented a total increase of 15 000 (or 17 percent) over the four year 
period. Graduates/diplomates as a proportion of the head count enrolment total averaged 
15 percent over the period 2000–2003. This low ratio indicates that unacceptably large 
proportions of any cohort of students entering the higher education system during these 
years would have dropped out (see Table 3 below, DoE, 2005b) without completing their 
qualifications, and that fewer than 50 percent of any cohort will eventually graduate.  
 
        

Table 3: Students dropping out of the higher education system 
 

 Universities Technikons 
Dropped out at end of 2000 25% 34% 

Dropped out at the end of 2002 07% 11% 
Total dropped out 2000–2002 41% 58% 
Graduated in 2002 or 2003 26% 19% 
Studying in 2003 but not completing 33% 22% 
Total in cohort 59 000 61 000 
 

 

6. ARTICULATION AND TRANSFER 

Articulation is movement of students on successful completion of prerequisites between 
different pathways of the education and training delivery system. Articulation and 
transfer are terms commonly used in the USA because of the student mobility between 
colleges (offering associate two-year degrees) and universities. For example, in 
California course articulation occurs mainly between the two-year independent and 
community colleges and the three segments of higher education that grant the 
baccalaureate degree and the independent colleges and universities. There is a database 
called ASSIST (Articulation System Stimulating Inter-institutional Student Transfer) 
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containing articulation agreements for nearly all public colleges and universities in 
California (CPEC, undated). ASSIST displays reports of how course credits earned at one 
California College or University can be applied when transferred to another.  

Transfers such as those in the US, i.e. vertical articulation between FE and HE courses, 
do not pose the same curriculum problems as are encountered in the South African 
merger situation. The South African comprehensive university brings together the 
university, which has an academic or theoretical orientation, and the technikon (UoT) 
which is more technically and vocationally oriented. The central curriculum debate arises 
over whether and how these institutions’ programmes can be brought into fruitful 
relationship (DoE, 2004a). The problem affecting the comprehensives in South Africa is 
that programmes continue to be governed by existing policy as established in the NATED 
(Department of National Education) Reports 116, 150 and 151. These policy documents 
are based on the notion of different institutional types and make a clear distinction 
between technikon and university programmes.  

Discussions are currently under way to develop a new academic policy that will provide a 
framework for all higher education programmes and qualifications in a single coordinated 
system, the Higher Education Qualification Framework (HEQF). The draft HEQF policy 
provides the basis for integrating all higher education qualifications into the NQF and its 
structures for standards generation and quality assurance (DoE, 2004b). We are still 
awaiting the finalisation of the framework document. 

For the South African comprehensive universities to solve the problems of the 
articulation and credit transfer between university and UoT type programmes, a rigorous 
programme of audits and evaluations should be carried out. This might help identify areas 
of 

• little correspondence, 

• partial correspondence, 

• high correspondence, and 

• high correspondence and equivalence, that facilitate credit transfer. 

 

This task will require input from specialists within the knowledge field, approval from 
faculty boards and senate, the administration of agreements, and the transfer of credits 
from one programme to another. Institutions should consider what the best mechanism 
will be to handle this task. One possibility is to set up an articulation and transfer office 
within the institution’s quality assurance unit to evaluate courses, course content and 
student performance for transfer purposes. This task should be monitored by the 
institutional Articulation and Transfer Committee. At a minimum, the following factors 
should be taken into account when setting the conditions for articulation (DoE, 2004a): 
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• An accurate assessment of the achieved levels of competence in the programme 
from which the student is transferring. 

• An accurate comparison of curricular contents and outcomes between the two 
programmes. 

• On the basis of the above, a calculation of which courses can be credited for 
transfer to the new programme, and at what level. 

• On the basis of the above, an assessment of the level at which the student will 
enter the new programme. 

• On the basis of the above, the identification of any additional ‘catch-up’ courses 
that the student may have to take to fill significant gaps before progression is 
possible.  

 

6.1 Academic programme models 

Institutions should choose academic programme models that are applicable to their 
offerings. The choice of organisational models should largely be dictated by the 
appropriate choice of academic models or, in other words, by the way in which 
knowledge is organised in the curricula of academic programmes. The terms programme 
and curriculum are often used interchangeably, but programme design at this generic 
level refers to the broad shape of learning programmes that attempt, in this context, to 
bring applied/vocational courses into some sort of relationship with more theoretical 
courses in the same knowledge field (CHET, 2004).  

In South Africa, the degree and the diploma have the same credit hours (360 credits) but 
differ in the complexity of the learning demand on the student. Where programmes in the 
same knowledge field are found to have little in common, the comprehensive universities 
could offer them as separate, stand-alone programmes in the same school or faculty. It 
might be possible, however, to build articulation pathways between them at different 
levels. Where higher levels of correspondence exist between programmes, a number of 
models for the partial integration of programmes could be explored. The following 
possible programme models or combinations could be explored (DoE, 2004a): 

• The consecutive or extended track model: Students enter at a lower level than is 
required for degree studies and follow a common curriculum to an exit point 
leading to a vocational qualification that is below the level of a degree. They may 
then choose an extended part of the curriculum which would lead to the award of 
a degree. This model might be suitable for professional and career oriented 
programmes which have both theoretical and applied components.  

• The ‘Y’ or alternative track model: This model is found prominently in the 
German Gesamthochschulen. Students enter at the same level and complete a 
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common curriculum of shorter duration than in the extended model, after which 
they select a track that takes them in either a more applied or more theoretical 
direction. The applied track has a lower level exit point than the theoretical track 
in terms of complexity of learning, but could be equivalent in duration if more 
time is needed to build practical learning experiences into the curriculum. In the 
Germany experience students did not prefer the shorter applied track and took the 
degree track because of the status.  

• The inverted ‘Y’ model: Here different entry requirements are set for parallel 
applied and theoretical tracks which then fuse into a common curriculum at a 
higher level, offering an articulation route into an existing degree programme. 
The curriculum difficulty posed by this model is that it is not clear where students 
on the applied track would acquire the theoretical and conceptual tools needed for 
higher level study. Its advantage is that it enhances access by offering different 
entry levels to programmes while still providing the route for progression into 
degree studies. Its main disadvantage is the potential for perpetuating status 
differentiation for students.  

• The shared stem model: This has similar features to the ‘Y’ model, which 
focuses on rationalising some of the components of similar programmes without 
moving to a completely common curriculum at any level. Students from an 
applied programme and students from a more theoretical programme might attend 
some courses in common where there is strong curriculum overlap. The 
programmes are distinct and may have different entry and exit levels. The sharing 
of some curriculum components may also enhance articulation possibilities 
between the programmes.  

 

6.2 The draft Higher Education Qualification Framework (HEQF) 

When amended and approved, the draft Higher Education Qualification Framework 
(HEQF) will replace the following four policy documents: 

• A Qualification Structure for Universities in South Africa – NATED Report 116 
(99/02)  

• General Policy for Technikon Instructional Programmes – NATED Report 150 
(97/01) 

• Formal Technikon Instructional Programmes in the RSA – NATED 151 (99/01) 

• Revised Qualifications Framework for Educators in Schooling, in Norms and 
Standards for Educators), (Government Gazette No. 20844, February, 2000) 
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These four documents, which provide for separate qualification structures for universities 
and technikons, as well as a separate qualification framework for the field of Education, 
will be replaced by a single policy for higher educational qualifications. The draft Higher 
Education Qualifications Framework (HEQF) policy operates within the context of a 
single but diverse and differentiated higher education system (DoE, 2004b). The policy 
will also provide the basis for integrating all Higher Education Qualifications into the 
NQF and its structures for standards generation and quality assurance. The HEQF is an 
integrated part of the NQF; the terms used are consistent with NQF practice. It defines a 
programme as ‘a purposeful and structured set of learning experiences that led to a 
qualification’, and a qualification as ‘the formal recognition and certification of learning 
achievement awarded by an accredited institution’.  

 

6.2.1 Qualifications, levels and minimum credits 

The HEQF is a qualifications framework, represented by level descriptors. Level 
descriptors and qualification descriptors are expressed in terms of learning outcomes. The 
design of programmes makes an assumption about the volume of learning that is likely to 
be necessary to achieve the intended outcomes. The draft HEQF defines credits as ‘a 
measure of the volume of learning required for a qualification, quantified as the number 
of notional study hours required for achieving the learning outcomes specified for the 
qualification’. 

The NQF will have ten levels. The HEQF will occupy six levels of the NQF (levels 5–
10). Levels 5–7 are undergraduate and levels 8–10 are postgraduate. This framework has 
nine qualification types mapped on the six HE qualification levels – five are 
undergraduate and four postgraduate. Some levels have more than one qualification type, 
as shown in Table 4. 
 

         Table 4: Qualifications, levels and minimum credits 
 

NQF Level Minimum credits per 
qualification 

Qualification type 

10 360 (360) Doctoral degree 

9 180 (120) Master’s degree 

8 120 (120) 

120 (120) 

Honours degree 

Postgraduate diploma 

7 360/480+ (120) 

120 (120) 

Bachelor’s degree 

Advanced diploma 

6 360 (240) Diploma 
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120 (120) Advanced certificate 

5 120 (120) Higher certificate 

 

 

6.2.2 Admission to higher education  

The NQF is intended to facilitate articulation between further and higher education and 
within higher education. The DoE still maintains that the decision to admit a student to 
HE study is the right and responsibility of the HE institution concerned. The minimum 
requirement for admission to HE institutions is the FETC, whose specifications are 
discussed in Section 4.1.1 above. SAUVCA (now HESA) has consulted extensively with 
member institutions with respect to minimum entry thresholds for higher education study 
(SAUVCA, 2004). The HE sector’s proposals in the context of the HEQF’s statements 
concerning admission to higher education are outlined in the SAUVCA document.  

 

6.2.3 Credit Accumulation and Transfer (CAT)  

The DoE plans to develop a national Credit Accumulation Transfer (CAT) scheme in 
collaboration with the higher education community and SAQA. An appropriate CAT 
scheme is an essential vehicle for making substantiated decisions about articulation in 
order to facilitate lifelong learning and the portability of qualifications (SAUVCA, 2004). 
The need for a CAT scheme is clearly illustrated in the draft HEQF document. The 
development of the CAT scheme is a complex matter which will inevitably entail 
contestation, both in its design and its implementation. SAUVCA (HESA) has made the 
following proposals with respect to the CAT scheme: 

• Firstly, careful attention should be paid to the lessons that have been learnt from 
similar initiatives in other higher education systems. 

• Secondly, the HEQF document should explicitly define the rights and 
responsibilities of higher education institutions with respect to the CAT scheme.  

 

The draft policy document does not provide specific details about the implications of the 
CAT scheme. The current regulations, which determine that at least 50 percent of a given 
qualification must be followed at the institution that awards the qualification, still apply. 
SAUVCA argues that this may be too high a proportion in situations such as students 
transferring from a diploma at a technikon to a degree at a university, and it is suggested 
that an explicit statement in the policy document would be helpful (SAUVCA, 2004).  

All higher education institutions will need to develop clear guidelines and consistent 
practices for credit accumulation and transfer between different qualifications. SAUVCA 
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has recommended that experts from various fields of study and disciplines should be 
asked to cooperate in developing CAT systems for qualifications within their area of 
study to promote clear articulation within a student’s learning pathway.  

 

6.2.4 Articulation and progression on the HEQF  

The draft HEQF document is designed to facilitate horizontal, diagonal and vertical 
progression (DoE, 2004b). The extent to which the policy will facilitate qualification 
articulation across the higher education system will depend on the interpretation and 
application of the framework by individual higher education institutions. The minimum 
qualification requirements for vertical progression between qualification types are 
stipulated in the qualification type descriptors (DoE, 2004b). The draft policy document 
does not elaborate more specifically on the provision for ‘mid-term’ entry into a Diploma 
programme from either a Higher Certificate or an Advanced Certificate, or for ‘mid-term’ 
entry into a Bachelor’s degree from either an Advanced Certificate or a Diploma 
programme (SAUVCA, 2004).  

 

7. CONCLUSION 

Access alone is not a challenge, but ‘access to success’ is. The higher education sector 
should examine the validity and reliability of admissions requirements in order to assure 
meaningful correlations of multiple indicators with potential for student success. The 
focus should be on what students need to succeed, and this can be achieved by forming 
partnerships with schools. 

One of the distinctive features of the comprehensive institutions will be the opportunities 
they offer students for successful progression and for movement between the different 
tracks of programmes or between different types of programme (DoE, 2004a). In the 
interests of students and the academic credibility of programmes, it is vital that the 
conditions for movement between programmes be considered very carefully and that 
students be equipped with those skills and levels of competence that will make 
progression possible. Quality assurance processes should play a central role in 
considering the articulation pathways and the transfer of credits.  

Transfer at HE institutions still takes place behind closed doors at the sole discretion of 
institutions or faculties, but many obstacles and inefficiencies remain. The DoE can play 
an important role in effecting transfer success. The process of bringing together so many 
different kinds of institutions and programmes into common agreement will never be 
easy, but will remain an essential goal as student mobility increases and options multiply. 
With the support of the DoE (but not interference), and with the help of HESA, 
institutions should continue to work together to iron out their differences and create 
smooth working models that will encourage student success.  
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