
 1

ESTABLISHING BASELINE PROGRAMME INTELLIGENCE: PROGRAMME 
REVIEW AT TSHWANE UNIVERSITY OF TECHNOLOGY 

 

Dhaya Naidoo1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Tshwane University of Technology (TUT) was created through the merger of three 
erstwhile technikons in the Northern Gauteng region. The merger resulted in a mega-
university of some 60 000 students in 11 faculties across six campuses in three provinces. 
Three of the larger campuses are located in the greater Tshwane metropolis and the others 
in Polokwane, Nelspruit and Witbank. The merger had two significant consequences for 
the new institution: first, consolidating the programmes from each of the merging 
partners into a single programme and qualification mix (PQM) and, second, transforming 
technikons into a university of technology. Both of these consequences continue to 
present the new university with considerable challenges. 

The new institutional types that have resulted from the mergers in the sector have 
presented South African higher education with significant definitional challenges. 
University leaders are faced with attempting to define what a ‘comprehensive university’ 
is, or in this case what a ‘university of technology’ is, and in what ways they differ from 
traditional universities or indeed the technikons of old. Only when there is clear 
understanding of a new institutional type’s exact purpose and mission can there be any 
significant direction with regard to the purpose and outcomes of its programmes and 
qualifications. 

Considering that the merger in TUT’s case involved three technikons, and given the 
quality assurance mechanisms that existed in the technikon sector with regard to 
programme and qualification design, one might be led to believe that consolidating the 
programmes would have been relatively simple. However, given the historical contexts of 
the merging partners, the experience on the ground is that this is not easily accomplished, 
especially where programmes are duplicated across more than one campus. The issue is 
complicated by variations in the programme design and learning content and by 
differences in teaching and learning and assessment practices. 

Legacies of the past meant that there was a disproportionate investment in human, 
financial, infrastructural and intellectual capital by the government at each of the merging 
partners. Furthermore, the level of student preparedness for higher education varied 
significantly across each institution’s traditional target student population. Consequently, 
each institution developed different sets of academic practices in response to its 
contextual environment.  
                                                 
1 Dhaya Naidoo is Director of Quality Promotion at the Tshwane University of Technology (TUT). 



 2

Thus, given the varied communities of practice prevalent in each of the merging partners, 
TUT took a conscious decision that the primary aim of the first cycle of programme 
reviews would be to establish base-line programme intelligence. In this way, a relatively 
objective and value-free mechanism for consolidating programmes and developing a new 
common community of practice, with due regard to contextual conditions, might evolve 
at the university. 

As a result, programme and campus reviews became an extension of the university’s 
concept of quality and its quality management system. These are an essential feature of 
quality management at TUT, which began in 2004 after being piloted in two faculties. 

 

PURPOSE OF THE REVIEWS 

As TUT seeks to reposition itself as a university of technology, it has to unequivocally 
demonstrate that the quality, integrity and appropriateness of its teaching and learning, 
and research and community engagement, are consistently maintained and enhanced to 
reassure the public and gain its confidence. The purpose of a programme review at TUT 
is therefore to assess the value or worth of an academic programme within its local, 
regional, national and international contexts. It requires that a programme group make 
self-judgements regarding all their teaching and learning, and research and community 
engagement activities, in a critical but constructive manner.  

Since the initial round of reviews is founded on the premise of a reflective, diagnostic and 
continuous improvement, its approach is primarily developmental. The aim is to signal 
where the academic programme is in its developmental trajectory and requires clearly 
articulated self-improvement plans with measurable targets within specified time frames 
to remedy identified weaknesses and improve practices. An equally important purpose is 
to integrate academic practices where programmes are duplicated across campuses. By 
engaging in a reflective process and using a relatively neutral set of criteria, programme 
groups are expected to identify best practices that currently exist and consolidate these 
into a community of practice to be extended across all learning sites. In this way it is 
envisaged that, as far as is possible, there will be equity of academic provisioning across 
all learning sites.  

While there are no direct punitive consequences associated with a review, if in the 
opinion of the review panel and the Directorate of Quality Promotion (DQP) there is 
compelling evidence of dysfunctional practice and quality risks, senior management in 
consultation with the Dean of the faculty reserves the right to intervene expeditiously in 
order to address these.  

 

CONCEPTS OF QUALITY 

TUT conceptualises quality as including the notions of fitness of and for purpose, value 
for money, and transformation (i.e. developing the capabilities of individual students for 
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personal enrichment as well as the requirements for social development and economic 
and employment growth).  

In recent years the university has been using a number of indicators as criteria to reflect 
on the inputs, process and outputs of the teaching and learning process (such as number 
of students, their race and gender profiles, pass rates, throughput rates and graduation 
rates; profiles of teaching staff; research output; and infrastructure provision). While such 
statistical data may be important, it is insufficient and meaningless if not accompanied by 
reflective analysis, which identifies the good practice that underpins good results and the 
areas for improvement to improve results.  

 

PROGRAMME REVIEW METHODOLOGY 

In essence, the review methodology is founded on two key processes: the programme 
group’s development of a critical self-assessment report and portfolio of evidence of their 
teaching and learning, and research and community engagement practice, based on the 
TUT instrument; and the validation of that report and portfolio by a review panel. 

TUT’s programme review methodology has been refined following two pilot reviews 
conducted in 2003. The procedure described below underpins current practice at TUT:  

• The DQP conducts a one-day workshop for faculty on the programme review, key 
concepts, expected outcomes, approach and processes and project plan, and the 
potential pitfalls associate with such reviews. 

• The programme group conducts a self-assessment of their practice, assembles a 
portfolio of evidence and generates a critical report.  

• The DQP acts as a clearing house, circulates reports to review panel members and 
finalises the site visit schedule. 

• The DQP conducts a one-day workshop for the review panel members on critical 
reading of reports, developing lines of enquiry, chairing the session, conduct at 
site visits, interviewing staff and students, and dealing with difficult interviewees.  

• The programme review panel convenes, agrees on lines of enquiry, conducts the 
site visit, interviews staff and students, inspects facilities and generates a 
preliminary report. 

• The DQP writes a report based on the portfolio review and site visit findings, 
circulates a draft to panel members, and then asks the programme group to check 
the factual accuracy of the report. 

• The DQP assesses all reports, identifies general trends and faculty level issues, 
and writes an overall faculty report. 
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• The programme review report is submitted to the programme group and to the 
Dean of the faculty, while the faculty report is submitted to the Dean and the 
Deputy Vice Chancellor: Academic. 

• The programme group submits the improvement implementation plan to the Dean 
and the DQP within one month. 

• The DQP monitors implementation and writes a follow-up report after one year. 

 

DEFINING THE AUDIENCE AND CONTEXT OF THE REVIEW 

TUT conducts faculty workshops and provides support throughout the programme review 
to ensure that the programme group understands that the programme review is undertaken 
primarily in their interests, that they and their students are the primary beneficiaries, and 
that it is aimed at improving teaching and learning. In this way the university attempts to 
prevent the programme review from becoming a mechanistic account compiled 
grudgingly by defensive individuals. Preliminary research indicates that the university is 
achieving some success in this area as programme groups report on their positive 
experiences of the review. 

The university strongly advocates adopting a multi-campus approach (where the 
programme is offered on more than one campus) and compiling a single report for the 
programme. While the report may acknowledge differences in past practices, it is of 
greater importance for programme groups to indicate how they have integrated their 
programmes to ensure consistency of practices. The experience at TUT indicates that this 
approach builds goodwill and encourages the development of a new institution rather 
than perpetuating three disparate ones. 

 

THE PROGRAMME REVIEW INSTRUMENT 

TUT began developing its programme review instrument in early 2002. Multiple sources 
such as the draft HEQC Institutional Audit and Programme Accreditation criteria, 
Teaching and Learning Resources and the UK Quality Assurance Agency resources on 
programme review were consulted. TUT found the South African Excellence Model a 
suitable organising structure for approaching the review in a systematic way, so that all 
the relevant elements that affect academic provisioning, as well as the results thereof, are 
reviewed and their performance judged. 

The programme review instrument is designed to elicit critical self-reflective 
introspection into practices in delivering the learning programme. The evaluative 
questions are intended to act as cues for evaluating current performance and stimulating 
discussions on how to bridge quality gaps. The programme review portfolio is thus not 
merely a mechanical tick-box response to the evaluative questions.  
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TUT strongly advocates that every single member of the programme group be intimately 
involved in the review process and the compilation of the review portfolio, and be able to 
respond appropriately to any issue emanating from the portfolio. However, the DQP has 
found that practice in this regard has been somewhat inconsistent. In a fair number of 
instances, one person (usually the head of department) wrote the report and then merely 
circulated it among staff for notification. The folly of this approach was soon exposed 
during the review panel interview sessions, when programme groups realised that they 
had wasted an opportunity to engage in critical self-reflection and effect genuine 
improvements in their practice.  

The following set of questions underpins the critical engagement with review criteria and 
evaluative questions:  

• Why do we do what we do? (Do we have a comprehensive understanding of what 
we are doing, or supposed to be doing?) 

• Why do we do it in a particular way (Do we do the right things in the right way?) 

• How well are we doing it? (Do we really achieve what we set out to do?) 

• How do we know how well we are doing? (How do we measure our 
performance?) 

• What can we do better? (What is our improvement deployment plan?) 

 

LESSONS FROM THE FIELD 

The DQP at TUT has found that programme reviews are not without problems and 
difficulties. They range from simple logistical arrangements gone awry to more serious 
attempts at sabotaging the entire process. Therefore the DQP, in the orientation 
workshops and in ongoing support, cautions programme groups that there will be 
difficulties, that tensions will arise, and that there will be disruptive and subversive 
individuals who may pursue hidden agendas.  

In addition, resistance, subversion, apathy and know-it-all attitudes are to be expected 
and groups are therefore advised not take anything for granted – especially political 
agendas in merging contexts. In some instances, the DQP found that the programme 
review was being used to score cheap political points. Once again, during the interviews 
with the review panels, the folly of such practices was exposed and more often than not 
led to some embarrassment amongst staff.  

To overcome attempts at subverting the programme review, the DQP strongly advocates 
assessing institutional culture, readiness and willingness to participate in programme 
review. Furthermore, it is advisable to work initially with cooperative Deans who have a 
clear understanding of quality management practices in higher education. Preliminary 
research at TUT indicates that once the perceived benefits of the reviews were 
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internalised there was a greater readiness to engage with the process. There was also 
greater buy-in when the audience, purpose and context of the review were clearly 
articulated. Once programme groups realised that the review was in their and their 
students’ interests primarily, and that there were no punitive (real or hidden) outcomes, 
they tended to embrace the process more willingly.  

TUT’s experience indicates that orientation workshops for programme groups and review 
panels are absolutely critical. Programme groups need to develop their capacity to engage 
critically and provide descriptive and analytical accounts of their practice. Review panels 
must be oriented with regard to their role and conduct during site visits. The role of 
chairperson, especially, must be clearly understood by all concerned. 

The DQP conducts a meta-evaluation of the entire programme review and its own 
performance after all the programmes in a faculty have been reviewed. In this way, the 
directorate has refined the review instrument and its approach, and support and logistical 
arrangements for programme reviews. Furthermore, workshop sessions on the role of the 
chairpersons, the DQP and the external experts, and on interview techniques have been 
enhanced and strengthened following comments from previous reviews. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Programme review at TUT is aimed at bringing about a new institutional culture: one that 
is based on reflective practice and continuous improvement as TUT begins its 
transformation into a university of technology. Furthermore, it is currently viewed as an 
iterative process that is founded primarily on a development agenda. While the initial 
phase of the programme review is based on a somewhat ‘light touch’ approach, 
subsequent reviews will focus on an accountability agenda whereby performance data, 
student satisfaction surveys and impact studies will be used more intensively to track the 
effectiveness and efficacy of programmes in adding value to the student, the academe and 
socio-economic transformation. 
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