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1. INTRODUCTION 

Mergers of higher education institutions are very complex undertakings. At the heart of that 
complexity is likely to be contestation over what programmes the merged institution will 
offer, and in what shape or form. This is definitely uncharted terrain; there are no maps and 
very few guidelines. Jansen writes that  

the curriculum is often treated as secondary to the larger financial and organisational 
alterations resulting from mergers. Put differently, few institutions merge (or are 
required to merge) to resolve a curriculum problem. And yet the curriculum stands at the 
heart of the teaching and learning transaction in higher education institutions. (2004: 5)  

Mfusi writes further that ‘the merged institutions [have] no framework of a policy to base 
their decisions on in as far as the curricular issues are concerned’ (in Jansen, 2004: 99). Given 
that reality, this paper attempts to chart one particular path undertaken at one merged 
institution, the University of KwaZulu-Natal, to determine methods of ensuring that the 
curriculum offered at the merged institution will ultimately comprise sustainable and feasible 
programmes.  

 

2. BACKGROUND  

The University of KwaZulu-Natal was born of a merger between the University of Durban-
Westville, a historically disadvantaged university, and the University of Natal, a historically 
advantaged one. While the legal merger occurred on 1 January 2004, the real merger in terms 
of a new executive, new leadership, new structures, new processes and physical relocations of 
entire faculties began on 1 January 2005. The merged university is yet young. The extent of 
change, however, is enormous, and has been remarkably swift. Certainly in the Durban area, 
where entire faculties are relocating to different campuses, the realities of academics’ lives at 
the moment include daily removal vans, the smell of new paint, rubble, and the noise of 
jackhammers. While the plans for physical relocations will take some time to realise fully, 
given that new laboratories and other facilities will need to be built, much has already been 
achieved. There are several factors that may account for the speed at which ‘the larger 
financial and organisational alterations’ have taken place. Firstly, the years 2003 (pre-merger) 
and 2004 were spent on planning at all levels. Much of the planning in the support services 
was effected such that major communication systems were up and running at the beginning of 
January 2004 – on the merger date, the new university website was released, telephone 
systems were merged etc. Planning also took place at the level of structures; new schools and 
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divisions were planned for in 2004 and came into existence in 2005. The first factor, thus, was 
comprehensive planning processes that were based on the assumption that nothing would 
remain the same.  

The second major factor that allowed for such comprehensive change to take place was an 
entirely new leadership cadre. All leadership positions, from the Vice-Chancellor, Executive, 
Deans, Heads of School, Heads of Divisions and currently Deputy Heads, were advertised, 
and subject to stringent selection procedures. The majority of those appointed had not been in 
leadership roles in either constituent institution before, and thus faced the challenges of 
effecting a merger without constraining attitudes and practices from the past.  

A third factor was undoubtedly the decision, hard-fought but ultimately taken by the Senates 
of the merging partners, to restructure the entire merged institution, both physically and in 
terms of its organisational units. ‘Scenario 10’ was the option chosen; this entailed 
unduplicated faculties, offering the same programmes at some of the five different campuses 
(Westville, Howard College, Umbilo (Medical School), Edgewood and Pietermaritzburg). 
The administrative headquarters of the new university would be based at Westville (the 
former ‘disadvantaged’ partner), all Sciences in the Durban area would be offered at 
Westville, all Engineering at Howard College, all Humanities and Social Sciences at Howard 
College, all Education at Edgewood and all Management Studies at Westville. The 
implications of this were enormous – in Education, for instance, staff from both Westville and 
Howard College campuses were relocated to Pinetown; for sciences to move from Howard 
College to Westville requires extensive refurbishing of existing infrastructure and the building 
of more laboratories. As the extensive relocations have taken place, so the existing buildings 
have been upgraded physically, and this too has allowed staff to settle in their new 
environments more quickly. The University set great store by its principle that those moving 
would not be worse off in terms of physical infrastructure than in their pre-move situations. It 
is, ironically, perhaps the sheer complexity and size of the restructuring operation which has 
allowed the physical and structural merger to happen so quickly. There is nothing like 
physical relocation to break down existing attitudinal barriers to change. It was notable that 
staff members who had resisted moving, conversely could not wait to move once the decision 
to move had been taken.  

The above quick sketch belies the messiness, the tension, the difficulties of merger, which 
really become apparent when change involves those aspects that staff members hold most 
dear. Beyond disputes about parking (inevitably), and conditions of service and harmonisation 
of salaries, most of the energy is spent on discussions about curriculum and programmes. 
Whose modules? Why that many credit points? How to align similar programmes with 
different selection strategies, different exit outcomes, different credit ratings?  

 

3. APPROACHES TO ACADEMIC PROGRAMME CONSOLIDATION 

3.1 Strategic institutional choices 

In consolidating academic programmes, such broad parameters are the result of strategic 
institutional choices made in a number of areas. Some of these have been alluded to above, 
referring to the case of the University of KwaZulu-Natal. There are many considerations that 
need to be taken into account. In the first instance are all the considerations of size, shape and 
scale. Here the questions are whether and in what instances the institution can afford to 
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duplicate programmes, whether programmes with low demand can still be offered, and how 
comprehensive the offerings can be across the merged institution’s campuses. Other 
considerations are to what extent generic modules can be used to serve multiple programmes, 
what range of programmes to offer to enhance an institution’s reputation and competitiveness, 
what modes of delivery will be possible, and which programmes will be offered on which 
learning sites. Clearly, there are also other such strategic considerations, such as whether 
certain programmes are unique in the region, what the balance of undergraduate to 
postgraduate programmes should be and whether specific programmes contribute to carrying 
out an institution’s mission and realising its vision. Logistical considerations too, such as the 
effective use of existing staff, facilities and space, also play a determining role. 

Lang points out that in consolidating programmes a balance between scale, breadth, quality, 
and distribution with economy and efficiency is a desirable outcome, and this is a balance 
very difficult to achieve (2002: 11). Prioritising the various determinants is also very difficult 
and may not be the same in every case.  

 

4. FORMS OF PROGRAMME CONSOLIDATION 

There are a variety of forms of programme consolidation. Where programmes are similar in 
terms of outcomes, content and structure, integration can be achieved through two strategies: 
conflating existing programmes to form a new one, or replacing one programme or another. 
What will influence the choice of strategy are such considerations as the accreditation status 
of existing programmes, the degree of overlap between them and resource implications such 
as staff capacity. 

In some cases, programmes may be duplicated on different learning sites, and here the key 
consideration is whether an integrated programme will be offered at multiple sites, or whether 
and to what extent distinctive programmes to allow for different cultural and geographical 
dimensions will be included.  

Programmes can be terminated too, particularly where a programme does not fit into the 
merged institution’s programme and qualification mix (PQM), and here the implications for 
pipeline students need to be planned for. And similarly, there may be new programme areas to 
be developed where the merged institution identifies opportunities arising from the new 
combination of academic expertise, as in Engineering in some comprehensive institutions.  

Other possibilities are the renewal of existing programmes in terms of pedagogy or delivery 
mode, or inter-institutional programme collaboration, where, as a result of cost or low 
enrolments, a common teaching platform is developed across a region (Strydom & van der 
Westhuizen, 2002: 329–46). 

 

5. PRINCIPLES GUIDING ACADEMIC PLANNING 

The University of KwaZulu-Natal’s single most important strategic choice was to create 
single faculties and single schools that offered a ‘common curriculum’. The forms of 
programme consolidation were mostly integration because, with two universities merging, 
many of the programmes were similar. The University’s Planning Office published a very 
short list of principles to guide the academic planning process. These were: 
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• The status quo in any of its versions cannot be the default scenario in the new 
institution. 

• Single schools will constitute the essential academic building blocks of the institution. 

• There will be single schools and single faculties across the institution.  

• There will be a common curriculum across delivery sites. 

• All five campuses will be fully used.  

 

The significance of these principles is that they implied that all existing programmes would 
need to be consolidated, not just between Westville and Howard College, but including 
Pietermaritzburg as well. At the University of Natal, the Howard College and 
Pietermaritzburg campuses had offered separate programmes and were organised into 
campus-based schools. Many of the schools, particularly in Pietermaritzburg, were multi-
disciplinary ones. These now had to be unbundled into separate disciplines again, integrated 
with disciplinary-based schools on the Howard College and Westville campuses and reformed 
as new ‘single’ schools; the ‘single’ implying that the schools were operated as one 
administrative and academic entity, although they may offer programmes at different sites. At 
UKZN, there are currently almost 60 schools, all new, with the vast majority being composed 
of constituent parts from different campuses. These are organised into eight faculties (from 
the original 20-odd across the campuses), and four Colleges: the College of Agriculture, 
Engineering and Science, the College of Health Sciences, the College of Humanities, and the 
College of Law and Management Studies. The College model implies a high level of 
devolution of power to the Colleges, and each College has its own Human Resources and 
Finance personnel.  

With respect to academic programme consolidation, staff members were required to 
determine the consolidation of programmes in their schools, within a broad set of parameters 
that were laid down. This is consistent with another very strong principle at UKZN: that 
quality is the responsibility of academics and they therefore are accountable for quality in 
their areas. However, there was some level of central planning, in as far as it is possible to 
plan the consolidation of many thousands of programmes. UKZN currently has some 1200 
active, consolidated programmes.  

 

6. PLANNING PROCESS 

In the academic planning process, a number of broad parameters were established. The first of 
these was perhaps the most difficult: negotiating common degree structures in the pre-merger 
phase in 2003, i.e. in particular for a common degree structure for general three-year bachelor 
qualifications. The second set of parameters was largely technical in nature and arose from a 
workshop of Interim Executive Deans and the Pro Vice-Chancellor (Planning) and approved 
by the Executive Management Committee early in 2004. A policy document, entitled 
‘Modules: Sizes, Credits and Notional Study Hours’, set out the basic definitions and 
parameters to establish a common size for modules across the system. A common size of 
either 16 credits (160 NSH) or 8 credits (8 NSH) was agreed to, with a full academic load 
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being 128 credits per year. A uniform classification system for modules was introduced, 
which would be reflected in the module codes. The structural parameters being established, a 
set of guidelines for developing common curricula was created in May 2004. These guidelines 
covered definitions of terms to be used, e.g. ‘module’, ‘programme’, ‘discipline’ etc. in an 
attempt to develop common understandings across the system. Furthermore, a common 
curriculum was explicated and was understood to mean  

a degree of similarity between modules (majors/programmes/qualifications) that are 
delivered on more than one campus… the minimum requirement for a common 
module is that it is based on a single template and, as such, has the same purpose, 
content, outcomes, and assessment methods. Learning materials, including textbooks, 
substantial assignments, and kinds of assessment must be equivalent (not necessarily 
identical) and be submitted to the School Board for ratification… all common modules 
must use the same external examiners. External examiners will be required to 
comment on the extent to which the minimum criteria for the common curriculum are 
being achieved. 

 

Programme teams in the schools were expected to work on producing consolidated 
programmes in 2004. School plans were developed for each of the new schools, and the new 
curricula and schools became operational in 2005. There have, inevitably, been varying 
degrees of success in achieving a common curriculum, and certainly work on achieving 
commonality continued in 2005.  

It is by no means clear that commonality implies better quality, although that is the intended 
outcome. There have generally been three states of commonality achieved so far. In one 
particular case that the writer has had occasion to evaluate in depth, the consolidated 
programme has used the structure of one programme, but to a large extent the content of the 
other similar programme, and in so doing has undoubtedly created a product of a better 
quality than existed pre-merger in either institution. In another case, the consolidated 
programme may actually have suffered a loss of quality, in that of three merging programmes 
the most innovative (and hence most resource-intensive) was jettisoned in favour of the more 
simplified, textbook based curriculum of the other two. In a third instance, while commonality 
exists on paper, in practice many logistical considerations, such as difficulty in synchronising 
tests on different campuses, have undermined the achievement of a common curriculum as 
yet. But, in terms of quality, the striving for a common curriculum has of necessity opened up 
teaching practices, assessment practices and curricula to the scrutiny of peers, and this, and 
the introduction (by no means uniform as yet) of moderating panels, has meant that academics 
have been called to account by their peers and have had to articulate what they do and why 
they do it that way. Certainly, the merger has brought to the surface many quality problems 
which had been undetected before, being sheltered in relatively comfortable zones. Thus, 
while there are currently many quality issues to deal with, this must in the long run lead to 
better quality offerings.  

 

7. FEASIBILITY AND SUSTAINABILITY 

Given that the UZKN merger was the merger of two universities, the consolidated PQM is not 
vastly different from its constituent parts. However, having consolidated the programmes to a 
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large extent, the questions raised earlier in this chapter, for instance, about whether the 
institution should continue to offer all possible programmes, or whether it will be streamlined, 
and on what basis – financial feasibility? mission alignment? student demand? – still need to 
be addressed. There was a very strong viewpoint among the new executive management that 
such decisions needed to be taken on a rational basis (rather than, for instance, on historical 
precedent) and given the complexity of the factors influencing such decisions, information 
technology needed to be used to develop some decision-support tools that would enable 
decisions to be made on the basis of accurate information. In line with the principle of 
devolution, if discipline heads and heads of school were to be expected to make decisions 
about the continuation or otherwise of certain programmes, they needed to be in a position to 
understand the implications of such decisions before making them. Hence the development of 
three main tools to aid in making decisions about the feasibility and sustainability of 
programmes. These three tools, the School Planning and Decision Support System (SPDSS), 
the Affordability Model and the Academic Model, together are intended to provide decision 
makers at all levels with the requisite information to provide a rational basis for decision 
making on these issues.  

 

7.1 Tool 1 – SPDSS 

The first tool, the School Planning and Decision Support System (SPDSS), was developed in-
house by the University’s Management Information division. The data collated in this model 
is used to drive the two further models described below.  

The SPDSS gives an indication of the scale of human resources necessary to carry out the 
work of a school, assuming that that work involves teaching, research, community outreach 
and administration. Barnes writes that ‘this system (SPDSS) has the objective of using 
detailed module information, student registration data and existing staff allocations to 
estimate the aggregated staffing requirements based on a number of time allocation 
assumptions. The programme estimates the required staff numbers per school required to 
service the needs of students in terms of teaching, supervision and assessment, and creates 
scenarios for evaluating the impact or consequences of various decisions towards targets and 
goals’ (2005: 1). A number of high-level assumptions, that is the expected staff working time 
in terms of days per year (219), the expected normal working day (8 hours per day) and a 
proportional allocation of academic staff time into the areas of academic endeavour (teaching 
45 percent, research 40 percent, community outreach 10 percent, administration 5 percent) 
were agreed to by Senate. In addition, some assumptions about productivity were made – that 
is, that each academic should contribute 60 productivity units (PUs) per year (productivity 
units measure a broad range of academic output, from artistic or creative endeavours to 
SAPSE publications), where at least 50 percent of these PUs should be in the form of SAPSE 
units.2 It is important to note that the system is very flexible; the workload of a school is 
calculated at an aggregate level, so not every individual is assumed to carry the same teaching 
load or to produce the same amount of research. Clearly, school leadership will carry more of 
the school’s 5 percent administrative load than a junior lecturer.  

Teaching is assumed to include contact time, preparation time, consultation and supervision 
time and assessment time, and the parameters for these variables are determined at faculty 
level as these differ, say, from the sciences to the humanities. It is interesting to note that in 
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running the model, it was found that the single biggest determinant of workload at school 
level is student numbers, and that many of the other variables only had a marginal impact on 
the number of staff that were needed to carry out the work of a school.  

 

7.2 Tool 2 – Affordability Model 

In addition to the SPDSS, UKZN has in place two other planning tools to assist in the 
decision-making process. These tools are designed to be an integrated, flexible and iterative 
system. Barnes writes that ‘the process of integration involves making detailed estimates via 
SPDSS, generating and assessing a number of different scenarios, and then passing these as 
“what if” questions into the Affordability Model and then ultimately into the Academic 
Viability Model’ (2005: 13). 

The Affordability Model3 pulls together all financial input data per discipline, that is, subsidy, 
fees, research income, and all the costs per discipline, that is, general ledger, institutional 
contribution and personnel costs, to provide a view of affordability at institutional, faculty, 
school and discipline levels. It provides a comprehensive dashboard (see below) for each 
school and discipline, and allows for ‘what if’ analyses at the discipline level. For instance, a 
discipline head could see what the impact on affordability would be if fees were raised, or if 
research income was increased by a certain percentage, or if staff costs were decreased by x 
amount (see Figure 1). 
 

Figure 1: The affordability model measures the financial viability of the 
institution/faculty/school/discipline and allows for specific ‘what if’ analysis at the 
discipline level. 
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7.3 Tool 3 – Academic Model 

The academic model4 is based on a matrix of two axes – financial viability and academic 
effectiveness. The criteria used to determine academic effectiveness were derived from 
workshops held with the deans and key stakeholders. The four criteria with the highest 
weighting were: research output, teaching quality, student demand and the provision of scarce 
skills. 

The output of the model is a scatter plot of schools/disciplines, indicating their positioning in 
terms of both academic effectiveness and financial viability. The model allows for ‘what if’ 
scenario planning, allowing heads of schools to explore to what extent changes in particular 
determining factors will influence the move of the school/discipline in a positive direction. 

 

Figure 2: The academic model measures the performance of the academic service 
offering relative to the institutional targets at an institutional, faculty, school and 
discipline level – using dummy data. 
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Figure 3: The academic model allows for ‘what if’ analysis at the discipline level. In this 
model, adjusting research output, pass rates, collaboration and UG/PG split moves the 
plot to academic effectiveness. 

 

 

 

                                                 

Sensitivity plots – using different weights per criteria as per Deans’ input and data as per 
original input data 
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It is important to note that all the decision support tools take as their units of analysis 
faculties, schools and disciplines, but not programmes or qualifications, as the latter are not 
‘owned’ by particular schools. 

 

8. REVIEW OF PROGRAMMES 

Given the scale of the institution and the number of programmes, combined with devolution 
and the approach taken that sees quality as the responsibility of academics, programme review 
is necessarily devolved to faculties and monitored by heads of school, faculty and college 
quality committees. In the merger, programme consolidation and review was undertaken at 
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local levels rather than through a centralised process, resulting in information in the school 
plans as to what programmes would be offered in the new schools.  

 

9. QUALITY ASSURANCE FOR PROGRAMMES 

9.1 Programme self-evaluation 

In the new system of programme self-evaluation, programme teams are required to undergo a 
structured annual workshop process, focusing on a series of probing questions in a number of 
areas: programme design, curriculum, teaching and assessment practice, students’ profile and 
progress, staff profile and development, resources, leadership, management and 
administration. The process is designed to be largely verbal and participatory, but a short 
report on the findings feeds into the annual school self-evaluation process. This is a similar 
process, but at school level, covering the history, aims and structure of the school, the 
programmes in the school, services to students, community service and service learning, 
research and postgraduate training, staff profile and development, resources, leadership, 
management and administration. This system has yet to be fully implemented, given that most 
programmes are newly consolidated.  

 

9.2 External reviews 

A cyclical programme of external reviews of schools complements the self-evaluation 
processes. Given the size and complexity of the institution, external reviews are feasible only 
at school level and not programme level. There are some 60 schools, thus approximately ten 
reviews are required annually in a six-year cycle. In this process, the terms of reference are 
context-specific, but fall within the same areas as the self-evaluation processes. The external 
reviews use as a point of departure the school’s self-evaluation portfolio. The process is 
facilitated by quality promotion and assurance (QPA), and monitored by the college quality 
committees. 

 

9.3 Toolbox 

The QPA has produced a toolbox to help programme teams and heads of school with the self-
evaluation processes. It sets out the steps in the process, the data required, the questions to be 
considered and the report format, and further offers examples of self-evaluation workshop 
design with supporting handouts.  

 

10. CONCLUSION 

In terms of programme sustainability and feasibility, UKZN has developed a suite of 
processes, systems and tools to help decision makers and other participants determine which 
programmes are feasible, academically effective, and offer a quality education. These 
processes are all as yet in an early phase of implementation, given the youth of the new 
institution and the competing priorities for staff action and attention. However, full 
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implementation should bring about a comprehensive understanding of the sustainability, 
feasibility and quality of the many programmes on offer at the institution, established in a 
rational and participative way. 

 

REFERENCES 

Barnes, GR, 2005. Towards estimating and monitoring academic staff workloads at UKZN. 
SAAIR (Southern African Association for Institutional Research) Forum, Mthatha, September 
2005. 

Jansen, JD (ed.), 2004. Mergers in higher education: Lessons learned in transitional contexts. 
Pretoria: UNISA. 

Lang, W, 2002. There are mergers, and there are mergers: The forms of inter-institutional 
collaboration. Higher Education Management and Policy, 14(1): 11–50. 

Strydom, AH & van der Westhuizen, LJ (eds), 2002. The Way Forward through Cooperative 
Programmes. Bloemfontein: NRF Unit for Research into Higher Education. University of the 
Free State.  

 


