
 1

APPROACHES TO ACADEMIC PROGRAMME CONSOLIDATION 

 

Rob Woodward1 

 

One of the key activities in a newly merged institution is the review of all academic 
programmes. The general goal is the rationalisation and consolidation of programmes but, 
in addition to this, there are a number of strategic and practical reasons for the review. This 
paper aims to describe the forms this programme consolidation might take, but it is 
important to understand that there are underpinning principles for the mergers that would 
apply to the programme consolidation exercise, as well as a range of strategic choices that 
govern whatever decisions are made. 

We should be aware that there are consistent, clear guiding principles in a series of public 
and national documents, emanating largely from the Ministry of Education and the Council 
on Higher Education. These are well summarised by Strydom and van der Westhuizen 
(2002) in their book on cooperative programmes within regions. These principles underlie 
any strategic decisions that the university has to make in reviewing programmes. It is not 
necessary to repeat the details of each stage of policy development but it is important that 
the general principles are understood. The first significant set of guiding principles was 
established by the National Commission on Higher Education and it is interesting to note 
that, at this distance, these principles continue to direct current thinking about both the 
reconfiguration of higher education and the rationalisation of programmes. Fourie and van 
der Westhuizen summarise the goals as follows: 

The final report of the NCHE… lists 13 broad national goals for higher education in 
the new South Africa, which in short include the conceptualisation of a single, 
coordinated and effective higher education system; providing for diversification; 
facilitating horizontal and vertical mobility; promoting increased and widened 
participation and equal opportunities for students; advancing the research function; 
developing capacity-building measures to facilitate a more representative staff 
component; democratising governance structures; developing and implementing 
equitable funding mechanisms; and encouraging interaction among higher education 
institutions and between those institutions and all sectors of the wider society. (Fourie 
& van der Westhuizen, 2002: 47) 

 

The Education White Paper of 1997 (DoE, 1997) took these basic principles further, 
emphasising the need to meet skills requirements within a framework of effectiveness and 
efficiency. Of particular relevance to this discussion, the document stressed that 
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programmes in higher education should be responsive to the needs of the country. These 
basic themes of efficiency, effectiveness and responsiveness were carried through into the 
Higher Education Act of 1997 and the National Plan for Higher Education in 2001 (DoE, 
1997, 2001). However, the National Plan introduced an additional focus on reconfiguring 
the national higher education landscape through the creation of new institutional and 
organisational forms. 

The five priorities in Section six of the national plan provide the continuing basis for 
strategic decision making in institutions and form the platform for decisions about the 
strategic element of programme consolidation. They are worth repeating in full:  

• To reduce duplication and overlap in programme and service provision. 

• To promote the joint development and delivery of programmes. 

• To enhance responsiveness to regional and national needs for academic 
programmes, research and community service. 

• To help build academic and administrative capacity. 

• To refocus and reshape the institutional culture and missions of institutions as South 
African institutions. (DoE, 2001) 

 

Subsequent to the act, but in pursuance of the goals described above, the national 
government has reconfigured the higher education landscape. The full effects of these 
changes have yet to be realised and the focus on regional cooperation that was present in 
the earlier policy documents may well have been lost, as institutions look inward in the 
process of establishing their new identities. 

However, it is important to understand that the rationale for mergers as a whole must, of 
necessity, also serve as the overall conceptual framework for programme consolidation. In 
the response by the Ministry of Education to the report of the National Working Group on 
the transformation and restructuring of the higher educational landscape, three basic 
principles from the White Paper of 1997 are repeated and amplified.  

The three fundamental objectives are quoted almost in full below, as they are crucial to our 
understanding of the long-term goals of merging institutions and consolidating 
programmes: 

First, to meet the demands of social justice, that is to address the social and structural 
inequalities that characterise higher education, which is a legacy of apartheid, a 
legacy that has resulted in a fragmented and distorted higher education system, in 
which some institutions are better resourced than others and in which race and 
ethnicity continue to define and act as a stumbling block to access to many of our 
higher education institutions. 
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Second, to address the challenges associated with the phenomenon of globalisation, in 
particular, the central role of knowledge and information processing in driving social 
and economic development. The higher education system must be transformed to 
enable it to produce graduates with the skills and competencies required for 
participation as citizens in a democratic society and as workers and professionals in 
the economy, as well as to contribute to the research and knowledge needs of South 
Africa. It must contribute to the development of a critical mass of intellectuals, 
especially black intellectuals, and researchers and provide for the training of multi-
skilled professionals, in particular in science and technology. 

Third, to ensure that limited resources are effectively and efficiently utilised, 
especially given the competing and equally pressing priorities in other social sectors. 
The resources allocated to higher education have not been put to best use and there is 
considerable wastage. The higher education system as a whole is both inefficient and 
ineffective as indicated by high drop-out rates, poor throughput and graduation rates, 
low research outputs and the under-utilisation of human and physical resources. (DoE, 
2002: Introduction) 

 

This rationale for the mergers thus suggests that all activities within newly merged 
institutions should be directed at meeting these objectives, which in turn provide us with a 
framework within which to pursue the review activities. It is also significant that in the past 
year there have been increasing calls from the presidency and the cabinet for higher 
education to make a more significant contribution to skills development and to play a role 
in the Accelerated and Shared Growth Initiative for South Africa (ASGISA). This 
reinforces the critical need for programme renewal and consolidation to be geared towards 
this objective. 

Before proceeding with a closer analysis of the possible institutional choices in programme 
consolidation it is useful to highlight some factors that affect these choices. Perhaps the 
most important is institutional identity. First there are the institution’s original 
characteristics, such as institutional type, whether it was historically advantaged or not, its 
traditional student base, the degree of its relationships with industry and commerce, its 
level of expertise and academic seniority, and its programme and qualification mixes 
(PQMs) before the merger took place. Second there is the fact that the mergers have created 
two new institutional types: the comprehensive university and the university of technology. 
In a context where neither of these types has been fully conceptualised the question of how 
the range of programmes will be compiled is complex. Third, the new institution will have 
developed a vision, mission and strategy that express how it sees itself in the future.  

The choice of strategy should have a profound influence on the choice of programmes. For 
instance, it should influence the balance of enrolments at undergraduate and postgraduate 
levels and their distribution across disciplinary fields. The identification of niche areas or 
themes that are of strategic importance would also influence decisions about particular 
programmes. Included in the strategy would be how far the institution will have engaged 
with the question of community relationships, and partnerships. If the university places a 
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high value on building government, industry and community partnerships then it may need 
to be more flexible and responsive in selecting its programme mix. 

Of course, these last two points are counterbalanced by the three steering mechanisms of 
planning, funding and quality that the Department of Education has indicated it will use to 
direct higher education. One particular instrument of planning is the institution’s enrolment 
projections. There is an obvious relationship between planned enrolments and the 
consolidation and development of new programmes. However, this relationship is also 
paradoxical because although it seems that forward planning for new and discontinued 
programmes would be reflected in the enrolment figures, the commitment to a particular set 
of projections tends to reduce the institution’s capacity for responsiveness. PQMs would 
tend to be more stable when guided by these steering mechanisms. 

Institutional culture also plays a part in the way processes such as programme consolidation 
happen in a merged university. One of the most difficult challenges in a merged institution 
is building an integrated culture. Harman emphasises the socio-cultural nature of mergers 
and the effect of prevailing cultures. Using Australian mergers as an example she writes: 

Managing culture became a considerable challenge for leaders especially in the 
process of strengthening academic programs, enhancing research profiles, and 
consolidating policies pertaining to professional development, recruitment and 
promotion. (2002: 99) 

 

Leadership is yet another key factor in programme consolidation, as she suggests: 
‘Effective leadership and management from the top are seen as the most important factors 
in assuring the success of a merger’ (Harman, 2002: 110). This point is also emphasised by 
Shaw and Holmes who stress the situational nature of leadership in an academic merger. 

The first, defining purpose and success criteria, is the same as the role of leadership 
within any organisational form. Where the role is distinctive is in relation to 
situational characteristics. Strategy has to be determined in a situation where there are 
two or more organisations with different histories, cultures and norms of behaviour. 
The alliance has to sit within a framework of other objectives which the separate 
organisations and their members are trying to fulfil and which, as indicated above, 
may be in conflict with each other. (2005: 481) 

 

Leadership is of critical importance in ensuring that collaboration happens. 

Finally, we should not underestimate the amount of data that has to be assembled in order 
to make an informed choice about future programmes. The institution must be able to 
gather this data in a coherent and useable form. Many institutions in South Africa have 
therefore made use of consultants to produce this data, seeing it in addition as an 
opportunity to regularise and validate the combined institutional data. 
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There are a number of frameworks or general principles to guide the strategic choices in the 
process of consolidation. These translate the institution’s strategy into practical action. The 
Ministry of Education suggests some actions that could be taken at programme level: 

Rationalisation of programmes where there is duplication and overlap, which would 
allow for a more effective and efficient distribution of programmes, resulting in, (i) 
economies of scale through reducing unit costs; (ii) economies of scope through 
broadening the range of courses on offer thus increasing student choice and enabling 
greater responsiveness to rapidly changing labour market requirements. (DoE, 2002: 
Section 4) 

 

In her report on creating comprehensive universities, Gibbon suggests a more wide-ranging 
set of principles:  

The critical questions to be asked in relation to establishing a programme profile for 
the new institution include the following: 

• What educational needs of the immediate and broader community should be served 
by the institution? 

• In which knowledge fields is there existing capacity and strength and do these 
correspond to the broad mission of the institution? 

• Are there areas of significant overlap and duplication where there is potential for 
rationalisation or consolidation of programmes? 

• What suite of programmes would best correspond to the mission and enhanced 
capacity of the institution? Is there anything that needs to be added, or are there 
areas where the merging of institutions has created the conditions and capacity for 
new offerings? 

• Within the suite of programmes what will be the balance between strongly 
vocational, career-oriented, professional and general formative programmes? 

• Are there programmes and activities that do not fit the new mission of the 
institution that should be discontinued? 

• To what qualification levels will provision be made? Are there areas of strength and 
demand that justify the provision of postgraduate studies? 

• What will the overall balance be between undergraduate and postgraduate provision 
and within those categories, between certificate, diploma, degree and higher degree 
provision? 

• How will the institution characterise its relationship with the wider community and 
how will this be manifest at the level of academic programmes? (2004: 21) 
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Gibbon’s questions are intended to guide the creation of a programme mix in a 
comprehensive institution but could also apply to any type of merged institution. It is 
within this broad context that one can look at approaches to academic programme 
consolidation. Lang points out that cooperation does not occur ‘spontaneously or naturally’. 
He continues:  

However, when institutions sufficiently overcome the inertia of tradition and are able 
to consider co-operation with other institution, they are faced with an ineluctable 
question: what form should inter-institutional co-operation take? (2002: 155) 

 

He answers the question in terms of two understandings: the political economy of the 
merger and a taxonomy of forms that co-operation can take. It is the first of these that 
dictates the strategic institutional choices for consolidating academic programmes. He 
proposes a simple model for cooperation. 

 Scale, which may be a matter of economies of scale or of the capabilities of sound 
management. 

 Breadth, which usually is construed as an array of academic disciplines or fields of 
study, but from the perspective of a publicly funded system of higher education may 
represent the array of institutions within that system. 

 Quality, which may be a matter of standards applied across an institution, or of 
standards determined externally as would be the case wherever governments or 
buffer agencies apply performance indicators. 

 Distribution, which may entail modes of program delivery (full-time, part-time, co-
op, distance) or the geographical location of programs and campuses. 

 Economy and efficiency, which in practical terms represents the expense and 
efficacy of delivering programs while balancing scale, breadth, quality and 
distribution. (2002: 155)  

 

Finally, it is necessary to examine the role regional cooperation plays in the consolidation 
process. Strydom and van der Westhuizen present a three-stage model for regional 
cooperative programmes. They propose progression from a coarse to a fine sieve in 
suggesting programme differentiation for regional cooperation. The coarse sieve can be 
summed up as originating from national policy. The purpose is to ensure diversity, 
rationalise programmes, expand access, increase participation, improve efficiency, provide 
student support, reduce the humanities, renew the curriculum and improve quality. These 
are all considerations that have been touched on above.  
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The less coarse sieve entails applying the planning, funding and programme mix constraints 
imposed by the DoE and trying to prevent academic drift and preserve mission 
differentiation. However, the reorganisation of the higher education landscape following 
the mergers seems to have focused attention on establishing the new institutions rather than 
on building regional platforms. This may be particularly true in the case of the 
comprehensive universities and the universities of technology where institutions have to 
grapple with the realisation of the new institutional types.  

The fine sieve suggested by Strydom and van der Westhuizen relates to the approved 
programme and qualification profiles for each institution. Again, some of the DoE’s 
intentions to stabilise institutions’ PQMs may have been disrupted with the reorganisation 
of higher education. For instance, the intention to address mission drift is problematic as 
many new institutions continue to develop new missions with different emphases.  

Nevertheless the DoE continued in its attempts to stabilise the universities’ PQMs with the 
intention, in part at least, of focusing on quality and addressing the issues of effectiveness 
and efficiency and unnecessary duplication: 

Notwithstanding the difficulties, the Ministry believes that the development of a 
regional collaboration and rationalisation framework in the identified programme 
areas will provide the institutions affected by the proposed mergers with a clearer 
platform on which to plan, coordinate and rationalise their own programme profile. 
(Strydom & Van der Westhuizen, 2002: 342) 

 

Although their model is aimed primarily at the creation of regional cooperative 
programmes, the steps outlined by the two authors echo the critical elements described by 
Gibbon and Lang above. They also relate directly to the principles for programme 
consolidation and rationalisation consistently iterated in the publications from official 
sources. 

It is within the context and parameters described above that an institution has to make 
strategic choices about programme consolidation, bearing in mind that one of the primary 
reasons for the mergers is to increase the overall efficiency and effectiveness of higher 
education. 

One of the first strategic possibilities is economy of scale. The underlying premise is that if 
one can increase outputs from a particular programme while containing costs there should 
be an increase in efficiency. This could be achieved by reducing the number of electives, or 
through introducing generic modules that serve a number of programmes. This would 
necessitate breaking down the barriers between departments that concentrate on offering a 
particular programme and use staff across programmes. However, the introduction of a 
number of generic modules might lead to generic outcomes. 

Although conceptually similar to economy of scale, economy of scope means broadening 
the range of programmes on offer while at the same time containing the costs. Thus for 
example student choice could be expanded but it would also be necessary to use staff 
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differently because hiring more staff would be economically counterproductive. Increasing 
the range of modes of delivery of a programme could also enhance economies of scope. As 
Lang suggests (see above) this may mean offering a programme part-time, on another site, 
or cooperatively. Merged institutions with multiple sites may be able to capitalise 
strategically by offering a programme in different modes on different sites. 

One of the primary strategic reasons for offering a programme must be that the university 
wishes to pursue a niche area or theme as articulated in the mission and strategic plan. In 
other words, the programme is seen as having high strategic importance. The institution 
may have decided to commit itself to multidisciplinary programmes based on existing 
strengths and this would mean introducing new programmes. The consolidation exercise is 
an opportunity for higher education to respond to the challenge to re-shape the curriculum 
to meet the needs of the knowledge society: 

While maintaining traditional disciplines and pushing the boundaries of innovation 
within each discipline, we are also confronted with the need to define and build, not 
just new knowledge but also new disciplines that straddle the old – forging new 
educational paths and ‘portfolio disciplines’ for greater South African 
competitiveness. (Abrahams & Melody, 2005: 21) 

 

A further strategic aspiration of a merged university might be to increase the number of 
postgraduate students. In the context of limited funding this would mean undergraduate 
numbers might have to be reduced. Thus the composition of enrolments at various levels 
would play a part in the choice of programmes. This would apply equally if the university 
had decided to shift the balance between various fields of study. Thus a decision to increase 
the number of programmes in engineering or science mean decreasing the number in other 
areas. 

The impact of regional considerations on strategic choices is problematic. One of the 
primary reasons for the mergers was to foster diversity in institutional types. Evidence from 
the Australian experience of mergers seems to suggest that the mergers have not promoted 
diversity. Writing ten years after the event Harman claims that there ‘the competitive policy 
environment has ensured that academic diversity between institutions is yet to be realised 
across the system’ (2002: 96). 

The DoE has said it wishes to promote diversity and a rational distribution of programmes 
across regions, and efforts have been made to ensure this through discussions about 
regional platforms and the inclusion of regional clearance in the programme approval 
process. However, experience in the Western Cape seems to indicate that, except in cases 
such as nursing, dentistry and teacher education, where there have been direct interventions 
from the Department of Education, little attention is paid to the question of regional 
platforms or diversification of programmes. 

While it is not the purpose of this paper to deal with the question of responsiveness, this has 
an increasingly strategic character that will affect programme choices. Institutions of higher 
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learning are realising that responsiveness in a knowledge society may take the form of 
multi-stakeholder partnerships within and beyond the institution, based on solving real 
problems and applying knowledge. To achieve this it will be necessary to have 
multidisciplinary teams offering programmes that cut across the boundaries of conventional 
departments. These programmes would have high strategic value and in the long term these 
multi-stakeholder teams might create regional platforms. 

The issue of financial sustainability preoccupies many institutions today. To maximise fee 
and subsidy income from programmes the university must look at optimal ways to 
distribute programmes across the funding groups so as to produce the greatest income.  

At a different financial level, the institution needs to look at the relative income and 
expenditure for programmes. It is absolutely critical that there is a clear sense of the 
economic viability of each programme before decisions are made. The institution will have 
to make decisions that balance risk against the programmes’ financial contribution. When 
the question of financial viability is raised, deans of business faculties argue compellingly 
for the contribution of many of their programmes to the financial health of the organisation. 
While we cannot always accept these arguments at face value, it is vital that the institution 
has a clear sense of its strategic priorities to enable it to balance a complex range of 
strategic factors against the financial benefit of a programme. 

It is impossible to overemphasise the critical role of strategy in promoting increased 
flexibility and adaptability when making decisions about programmes: 

Tertiary education institutions in many countries are initiating transformations of 
great magnitude to align themselves better with new educational demands and the 
new competitive challenges. The main purpose is to increase institutional flexibility 
and accelerate the adaptive capacity of tertiary education institutions and programs. 
These reforms are all encompassing. They touch on program offerings, academic 
structure and organization, pedagogical processes and modes of delivery, physical 
infrastructure, and the teaching profession. (World Bank, 2002: 22) 

 

It is no longer appropriate to make decisions about programme rationalisation and 
consolidation based on traditional discipline based strategies. 

The above has sketched the background to programme consolidation and most of the 
important strategic considerations. Against this background real decisions have to be made 
about the ways programmes are consolidated. The first and perhaps most obvious but 
necessarily difficult solution is terminating a programme. This decision would not normally 
be premised on financial considerations alone but would be based on the programme’s net 
value in terms of its strategic, financial and academic benefit to the institution. The 
programme may no longer match the university’s qualifications profile, it may not be seen 
as having strategic value, or demand may be declining. Some programmes might have to be 
terminated to make room for new ones or to expand interdisciplinary programmes.  
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In all probability though there would be more than one reason for terminating a 
programme. To be terminated it would probably have both low strategic value and 
questionable financial merit. The danger of this approach is that arguments for and against 
closing a programme tend to cancel each other out and the status quo is maintained. This 
may justify making across-the-board decisions such as closing all programmes in the 
university that have enrolments below a certain number. One should, however, not 
overlook staff repercussions of closing a programme, or the necessity for managing a 
phase-out programme for the pipeline students. 

In a substantive merger the duplication of programmes is a site of contestation. If it is 
argued that one of the purposes of the mergers is to serve the ends of social justice, simple 
duplication of programmes is difficult to justify in the longer term. Offering a programme 
in the same mode on different sites could well perpetuate the inherent racial, social and 
cultural divisions that the mergers were designed to overcome. Duplication also creates 
logistical, infrastructural and quality problems. This is why some universities have decided 
to relocate programmes or entire faculties to a single site. 

On the other hand there may be cogent reasons for duplication. In some cases this might 
mean having an identical programme on two or more sites. To justify this type of 
duplication there would have to be a compelling strategic rationale, and sufficient 
operational capacity to ensure equal levels of delivery across sites. Strong leadership is 
required to ensure that the duplication is serving the ends of the academic project. Reasons 
for such duplication would be student or industry demand, or that it is not possible for 
students to travel to other sites. Another form of duplication might be offering a programme 
in a different mode at another site. Thus an institution could have a part-time programme at 
a second major site. Another possibility is that the university could offer different 
specialities in a discipline on separate sites. Again, a convincing academic and strategic 
rationale should be presented for this arrangement.  

In realising its strategy the institution may decide that some existing programmes could be 
integrated. This could be because the two are similar or because a new programme could be 
offered that is strategically more important but could possibly use existing expertise. This 
could achieve some economy of scale.  

The question of whether it is viable or strategically desirable to offer new programmes is 
complex. First, there may well be additional expertise available to the institution because of 
consolidation in other programme areas. Second, existing staff may seek to capitalise on the 
opportunities presented by the institution’s new strategy and the possibilities offered by the 
creation of new institutional types. In this context it should be mentioned that increasing 
numbers of staff in higher education are involved in Standards Generating Bodies and 
SETAs (Sector Education and Training Authorities) and through this involvement they are 
made aware of the need for new programmes. Third, an aspiring merged institution may 
wish to position itself strategically in a global economy and enter into mutually beneficial 
partnerships with government and industry based on the production and application of 
knowledge. These partnerships should bear fruit in the form of postgraduate programmes. 
Space needs to be created for these programmes. 
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Programme renewal is another form of programme consolidation. Merging institutions and 
creating new kinds presents a unique opportunity to thoroughly examine the viability of all 
programmes and the extent to which they are relevant, meaningful, forward-looking, 
student-centred, and so on. This is a challenging task made more difficult by the absence of 
the final Higher Education Qualifications Framework. 

We should also not overlook the fact that academics themselves may be resistant to 
curriculum innovation, as Strydom points out in his discussion of a model for programme 
differentiation in cooperative programmes: 

The necessity of cooperation in programmes that can lead to global competitiveness, 
regional responsiveness, economies of scale, lower class fees, better quality and 
more specialisation is often not part of collegial academic thinking where academics 
continue to do their own thing in their own fields of study, pursuing their own 
interests as defined by their peers. (2002: 274) 

 

A further practical way of consolidating programmes is to create regional teaching 
platforms and collaboration. As has been mentioned, this may be a desirable situation but 
may well not be happening, as institutions seek to define themselves in terms of their 
distinct mission rather than by type. When institutions begin to discuss strategy, the 
conversation is often characterised by talk of competitive advantage and unique selling 
points. We should thus not be so naïve as to imagine that considerations of regional 
cooperation and joint planning will have much influence on the programme mix. Strydom 
quotes research from the unit for research into higher education at the University of the 
Free State that confirms this. He claims: 

There is little indication that a new organisational culture of ‘co-opetition’ 
(cooperation and competition) is evolving among higher education institutions as 
‘regional clusters’ that serve regional and national interests and needs, while 
recognising the global context. (2002: 275) 

 

This paper has attempted to outline some of the most important contextual factors 
underlying choices about programme consolidation, describe the related institutional 
strategic choices, and illustrate the possible forms that programme consolidation could take. 
In conclusion it seems necessary to make a few cautionary remarks and to sketch the way 
the actual process might be carried out. It seems evident that if the university programme 
consolidation exercise is to be successful then certain minimum requirements have to be 
met. These are: 

• A clear understanding of the policy background to the mergers. 

• A well-articulated strategy for the institution.  

• A comprehensive set of data for each of the existing programmes.  
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• An understanding of the range of strategic choices available to the institution. 

• A description and appreciation of the possible forms the consolidation could take. 

 

The critical role of leadership and an appreciation of the challenge of managing culture 
have been highlighted in the introductory section. The role of social and attitudinal factors 
in the mergers should not be underestimated. The Ministry itself acknowledges this: 

What is not in question is that mergers are extremely complex and touch on every 
level of operation and functions of the institutions to be merged. Some aspects of the 
process will touch on attitudes, values, patterns of behaviour, identities and 
perspectives, of both individuals and groups, that are contentious and will require 
careful and sensitive handling. (DoE, 2003: 2) 

 

In their discussion of curriculum management, Moore and Lewis (2004: 39) support this 
point, saying that ‘central to the process of achieving collective alignments on institutional 
projects is the issue of trust’. 

Thus in attempting to consolidate programmes the university has to take whatever steps it 
can to minimise the negative influence of social and attitudinal factors. This would initially 
entail appointing a strong, representative team under the capable leadership of a senior 
academic of perceived neutrality who is sensitive to the cultural issues. The team must 
include people who understand the legal and policy constraints within which higher 
education has to operate, and people who have the required knowledge of curriculum and 
the institutional factors described above 

It is also vital that the process is seen to be endorsed by the institution’s senior 
management. Finally, before setting out, the project team involved in programme 
consolidation must a clear and public brief. The institution must decide what it wants from 
the exercise before the project begins and make the outcomes known. A clear statement of 
these would also serve to dispel confusion and uncertainty among staff involved in the 
academic project. Ideally the statement would take into account current students’ needs so 
as to reassure them about the future of the programmes in which they are involved. 
Regional partners and other stakeholders might also need this knowledge: industry partners 
might well need to be reassured. 

The academic staff need to understand that the point of the programme consolidation is not 
just to reduce the number of programmes. The Ministry itself acknowledges the paradoxical 
nature of the exercise: ‘In the absence of inter-institutional competition for students, 
academic programme offerings could both be rationalized and widened’ (DoE, 2002: 19). 

It is also important that the rationalisation and consolidation of programmes should be seen 
as an opportunity to rejuvenate the curriculum and reposition the institution and that one of 
the purposes of making choices about programme consolidation is more effective use of 
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staff and resources through the creation of new opportunities. This should be more than an 
exercise in rearranging the deck chairs. 
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