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OVERVIEW 
 
In this submission, the Higher Education Quality Committee (HEQC) sets out for the Council on 
Higher Education (CHE) Task Team on government involvement in, and regulation of, higher 
education, institutional autonomy and academic freedom (HEIAAF) its perspective on the HEQC’s 
statutory role in the steering of the higher education system through quality assurance.  Section 1 
outlines the purpose, mandate and functions of the HEQC, and its conceptualisation of quality and 
quality assurance, within the special context of higher education restructuring and transformation 
towards the ends of social and economic justice.  Section 2 describes how the HEQC integrates this 
conceptualisation with its understanding of key policy principles of academic freedom, institutional 
autonomy and public accountability and their context-specific nature.  Section 3 discusses some 
general perceptions of HEQC ‘interference’ in relation to choices the HEQC has made about the 
necessary and appropriate degree of steering through quality assurance, given the uneven legacy of 
the higher education system and the lack of any integrated quality assurance approach in South 
Africa prior to 2001.  Section 4 notes and responds to more specific claims of ‘interference’ by the 
HEQC in its accreditation and audit activities.  Section 5 comments on aspects of regulation and 
self-regulation in the quality assurance system, in the short, medium and long terms.  Section 6 
concludes the submission with some remarks as to the necessary mode of steering by the HEQC 
going forward, as it endeavours simultaneously to develop quality and to require accountability for 
quality in South African higher education institutions. 
 

1 INTRODUCTION 
 
The development of appropriate steering mechanisms and of an effective regulatory environment 
has been seen as critical to the emergence of a single, co-ordinated higher education system in post-
1994 South Africa. In terms of the White Paper (1997) on higher education transformation, quality 
assurance was conceived as one of three primary steering mechanisms to be adopted by government, 
alongside planning and funding.  Following on the recommendations of the White Paper, the Higher 
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Education Act of 1997 provided the legal framework for a single national quality assurance 
dispensation as part of a new set of governance arrangements for a restructured higher education 
system1. 
 
The Act first made provision for the CHE to establish a permanent sub-committee to discharge its 
mandate for quality promotion and quality assurance (the HEQC).  In a subsequent amendment to 
the Act (2001), the HEQC was deemed to be accredited by the South African Qualifications 
Authority (SAQA) as the Education and Training Quality Assurer (ETQA) for the higher education 
band of the National Qualifications Framework (NQF), with an obligation to comply with SAQA 
policies and requirements, and powers to delegate quality assurance functions to other appropriate 
bodies (implying some need for co-ordination of these).2  Finally, the Act allowed private providers 
to offer higher education qualifications, provided that they register with the Department of 
Education (DoE); that their programmes are accredited by the HEQC; and that their qualifications 
are registered on the NQF by SAQA.3 
 
The HEQC’s Founding Document (2001) fleshes out core understandings in the White Paper that: 
 

The functions of the HEQC will include programme accreditation, institutional auditing and quality 
promotion. It should operate within an agreed framework underpinned by:  
- the formulation of criteria and procedures in consultation with higher education institutions 
- a formative notion of quality assurance, focused on improvement and development rather than punitive 
sanction 
- a mix of institutional self-evaluation and external independent assessment. 
(DoE 1997: Section 2.71 [emphasis added]) 
 

Points of emphasis added to the White Paper extract above point to important aspects of the 
HEQC’s chosen mode of operation, which combines a set of distinct quality assurance functions; 
balances approaches for accountability (compliance) and development (improvement) in quality and 
quality assurance; and distributes responsibility for the achievement of quality, mixing self-
evaluation, peer review and external quality assessment.  The HEQC’s programme accreditation 
function entails the evaluation of higher education academic programmes in accordance with the 
HEQC’s programme accreditation criteria, which stipulate the minimum requirements for 
programme input, process, output and impact and review.  In addition, this function incorporates 
co-ordination activities between the HEQC and other bodies with accreditation functions, such as 
professional councils and Sector Education and Training Authorities (SETAs).  Institutional audit 
evaluates an institution’s policies, systems, strategies and resources for quality management4 of the 
core functions of teaching and learning, research and community engagement, using the HEQC’s 
audit criteria.  The HEQC’s quality promotion approach comprises both advocacy elements to 
institutionalise a quality culture in higher education and commitment to continuous quality 
improvement, and capacity development initiatives to build and strengthen the capacity for high-
quality provision at institutional, learning programme and individual levels. 
 
The Founding Document gives substance (CHE 2001: Section 6) to the HEQC’s understanding of 
quality as: 
 
• Fitness of purpose - quality within the context of national goals for the higher education system, 

including equity, access, effectiveness and efficiency; 
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• Fitness for purpose – quality in relation to a specified institutional mission within a national 
framework that encompasses differentiation and diversity;  

• Value for money - quality judged in relation to the full range of higher education purposes set 
out in the 1997 White Paper on higher education transformation5; and 

• Transformation - quality higher education that develops the capabilities of individual learners for 
personal enrichment, as well as the requirements of social development and economic and 
employment growth. 

 
The HEQC is committed to a view that, in South Africa, where the higher education system has 
been characterised by decades of fragmentation, uneven provision and racial segregation, the 
challenges of higher education transformation are part of the demand for social and economic 
justice that is at the core of the agenda for democratic change in South African society. The 
restructuring of public higher education to produce a more just, effective, efficient and responsive 
system has been under way at systemic and institutional levels for a number of years. Developments 
in higher education also encompass the growth of the private provider sector (including a small 
number of foreign providers) and its associated challenges of building quality in a relatively new 
sector of higher education provision and of improved articulation with the public higher education 
sector.  Specific quality-related goals facing the South African higher education sector include 
increased access and equity opportunities for previously marginalised groups, especially women and 
black students and staff; greater responsiveness to local, regional and national needs in and through 
teaching and research; improved institutional efficiencies, leading to increased throughput, retention 
and graduation rates in academic programmes; and increasing the pool of black and women 
researchers, and the pool of basic and applied knowledge, to enhance understanding and social 
application. Mergers and incorporations since 2003, and the emergence of new institutional types 
(universities of technology and comprehensive institutions) in public higher education, bring the 
additional challenge of developing new institutions, the academic functions and products of which 
must be characterised by improved quality and standards. 
 
In sum, the HEQC is part of an independent statutory body whose vision and purposes are aligned 
to national goals for higher education and transformation more broadly, including responsiveness, 
equity, effectiveness and efficiency.  In addition, the HEQC situates itself within an international 
higher education context in which quality assurance regimes are increasingly linked – by 
governments and other stakeholders - to expectations of performance accountability by higher 
education institutions (often in relation to fiscal constraints, but also in relation to specific societal 
goals set for those systems.  
 

The challenge was to develop a quality assurance system which was ‘fit for purpose’ in accommodating a range of 
imperatives that included historical needs and social justice objectives as much as new accountability requirements and 
funding and capacity pressures – a system that sought to go beyond being a slightly modified clone of some global 
market-friendly model of quality assurance.  Taking up the challenge was motivated by a commitment to making the 
issue of improved quality for all an essential component of a restructured and transformed higher education system, and 
quality assurance an arena of action for achieving such a goal.  In taking up the challenge, the premise was that the 
domestic quality assurance system could take on a distinctive and strategically chosen identity even though it was using 
quite [internationally] standard models and methodologies. (Singh 2006: 69) 

 
Its status and intentions notwithstanding, the HEQC is aware that in the execution of its mandate it 
may be interpreted at times, and by some, as manifesting one form of government interference in 
higher education institutions, or simply as interfering unduly on its own account as a regulatory 
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agency.  These views may arise, for example, because:  higher education role players do not always 
make the necessary connection between the goals of society and the goals of government in respect 
of higher education quality; role players may find it difficult to separate in their own minds processes 
of SAQA registration, DoE registration (in the case of private providers) and HEQC accreditation; 
the HEQC has of necessity an interactive relationship with the DoE and is funded by government; 
contested aspects of government regulation sometimes arise within the ambit of quality assurance 
processes, although they are distinct from these (the Programme and Qualifications Mix/PQM 
exercise serves as one example); and, as government exercises its planning and steering levers, 
quality assurance too tends to come under increasing scrutiny by higher education policy makers, 
analysts and practitioners. 
 
The HEQC has endeavoured to be clear at all times as to its independence and has demonstrated 
this by formulating its own policy frameworks and criteria for accreditation, audit and quality 
promotion/capacity development in consultation with higher education institutions and other 
stakeholders.  The HEQC understands quality, quality assurance and quality management to be 
primarily the responsibility of higher education institutions.  It takes seriously perceptions of 
‘interference’ in relation to itself, and considers it important to be aware of these and to respond 
appropriately.  In this submission, it sets out a general response in the first instance, outlining (in 
Section 2) how its conceptualisation of quality assurance in the context of a restructuring and 
transforming South African higher education system relates to core national policy principles of 
academic freedom, institutional autonomy and public accountability. 
 

2 QUALITY, FREEDOM, AUTONOMY AND ACCOUNTABILITY 
 

Given the mixed feelings that statutory bodies [such as the CHE-HEQC] inevitably evoke in constituencies who 
interface with government through them (and given the temptation for governments sometimes to attempt to use them as 
an expert extension of the bureaucracy), it is important to insist that the core question of academic freedom applies as 
much to higher education’s statutory body [the CHE-HEQC] as it does to the academy. On this issue those parties 
have a commonality of interest, just as sector and statutory body, under ‘normal conditions’, have a common interest in 
safeguarding the institutional autonomy of higher education institutions, in order to protect core academic values (but not 
privileges), constitutive of  the academy’s contribution to the public good. (Jonathan 2006) 

 
This perspective, drawn from the HEIAAF Task Team’s own commissioned research, makes an 
essential point that is indeed applied by the HEQC in its work, namely: that an authentic 
conceptualisation of quality assurance in higher education is one that affirms the core values of the 
academy (scholarship, free enquiry, critique), rather than subordinating them to imposed external 
values, and that this is in the public interest.  Naturally, the public interest also incorporates the wider 
goals of the society, requiring that academic values be pursued in a manner consonant with these – 
and, incidentally, making clear that social goals are not externally imposed upon higher education, 
which has traditionally recognised its social purposes and roles, but inhere in it. 
 
Thus, the HEQC’s starting point in conceptualising the implementation of its mandate was to 
consult and formulate a set of premises as to what aspects of quality must be in place in order to 
promote excellence in higher education both in the context of higher education’s core purposes and 
roles, and in the context of our society (see its definition of quality, Section 1).  In turn, this means 
that, should the HEQC ever be required to make a choice between required excellence along these 
lines, and particular constructs of institutional autonomy, academic freedom and public 
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accountability, then it would have to re-enter this particular dialogue with other role players, and 
especially higher education institutions.  At present, it believes that its policies and approaches are 
consistent with these constructs as outlined in the White Paper and as congruent with the 
substantive contemporary context of higher education restructuring and transformation. 
 
In reflecting upon the question: how should institutional autonomy, academic freedom and higher education 
accountability be defined in the context of the restructuring and transformation of higher education in South Africa?, 
the HEQC has formulated the following understandings: 
 
• The HEQC recognises that these constructs are not acontextual, but that they are formulated 

and used in particular higher education environments at particular moments in history.  Thus, 
the debate about institutional autonomy, academic freedom and accountability tends to occur at 
certain moments and for specific reasons.   

 
• Academic freedom refers to the long-accepted right of higher education institutions to teach and 

research what they choose; in South Africa academic freedom is, in addition, constitutionally 
endorsed.  In the HEQC’s view, it is important to recognise that academic freedom is not an 
inalienable right (having to be balanced with other constitutional rights), and that it is in some 
respects a relative right.  Notably, academic teaching and research are informed by institutional 
missions and these are informed in turn by goals that align with social needs higher education is 
able to serve.  In the past in South Africa, a (‘liberal’6) interpretation of academic freedom may 
have been used as an argument for having no truck with the goals of the authoritarian state, but 
in a democratic society, the goals of the ‘state’ should be more readily addressed by public higher 
education institutions, regardless of their distinctiveness as academic institutions. From an 
HEQC perspective, the interface between the choices that institutions make in their mission and 
how they give expression to them and social goals articulated by government, is the nub, and is 
at the heart of the HEQC’s contention that fitness of purpose is a core dimension of higher 
education quality. 

 
• The HEQC understands institutional autonomy to be the right of institutions to govern 

themselves freely without intervention from any external party, while always remaining 
accountable to the public, to students and other stakeholders, meeting certain particularities 
common to universities the world over (e.g. Senates), and necessarily complying with applicable 
laws and regulations.  The concept of ‘conditional autonomy’ advanced by the CHE (2002) – in 
short: recognition that, while institutions retain substantive autonomy (and their right to 
academic freedom), their procedural autonomy is tempered through state controls over such key 
procedures as funding and accreditation, in support of national policy objectives - seems to the 
HEQC to provide one potentially viable conceptualisation of institutional autonomy in a context 
of higher education transformation.  However, the HEQC recognises that a distinction between 
‘substantive’ and ‘procedural’ may be more clearly drawn and understood in principle than in 
practice and that giving effect to ‘conditional autonomy’ therefore requires ongoing dialogue 
among higher education role players and continuing attention to its own procedures, 
requirements and legitimation of its work. 

 
• The HEQC believes that institutional autonomy and academic freedom cannot be seen in a 

vacuum.  The goals of a society in producing critical citizens, high-level skills and other 
outcomes from higher education require that the norms of institutional autonomy and academic 
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freedom be viewed in relation to the greater goals and good of the country, which are also 
contested and need continuing engagement.  The public resources used by higher education 
institutions to deliver their core functions also require that they account publicly for the 
application of these funds and the results achieved with them.  The HEQC therefore espouses 
both democratic and public accountability as necessary for ensuring enhancement of quality 
right across the system within a framework of transformation. 

  

3 QUALITY ASSURANCE AND CHOICES AS TO ‘DEGREE’ OF 

STEERING 
 
In South African higher education, perceptions of inappropriate state intervention or of 
‘interference’ are usually framed in terms of degree rather than absolutes.  A scan of other 
submissions – especially those by higher education institutions - to the HEIAAF Task Team 
confirms this.  The submissions essentially distinguish between intervention (justified regulatory 
involvement by government within a co-operative framework); interference (attempts by 
government to assume direct control of institutional or academic practice for reasons which may be 
political and which compromise institutional autonomy and academic freedom); and imposition (less 
overt attempts by government to influence institutional or academic practice through regulation or 
the play of market forces). 
  
From an HEQC perspective, two key questions arise: 
 
• Are arguments respecting a shift from steering towards interference by government (most often in the areas of 

planning and funding), applied similarly in the case of the HEQC (in the area of quality assurance). 
• Are such arguments justified in the area of quality assurance? 
 
In HEIAAF submissions to date, some principal instances of ‘interference’ in respect of planning 
and funding are cited as being : mandatory institutional restructuring (2003-2005); state-determined 
new institutional types; mandatory programme rationalisation via the PQM; enrolment capping; 
proposals to centralise the applications process; and the new funding framework (from 2004).  
Objections raised to these initiatives include that: they are coercive and have infringed aspects of 
academic freedom and institutional autonomy; they have restricted institutions’ freedom to pursue 
their own objectives freely in such areas as curriculum development and contributions to local and 
regional development; they fail to accommodate unique institutional circumstances and needs 
(including those attributable to historical disadvantage); and they skew aspects of institutional 
behaviour to the detriment of the system as a whole and of society. 
 
Some principal instances of ‘interference’ cited with respect to programme approvals and quality 
assurance are: barriers set for new programmes and qualifications by the approval, registration and 
accreditation functions of the DoE, SAQA and the HEQC, which are seen to bureaucratise the 
educational process and limit the freedom of institutions; the NQF, which requires programme 
packaging and specification of learning outcomes and assessment criteria “in unprecedented ways”; 
delays in the NQF review process and lack of clarity in the roles of the DoE, SAQA and CHE-
HEQC, which create uncertainty for academic planning and accountability at institutional level; and 
HEQC institutional audits that have a bearing on the credibility of  institutions as far as it focuses on 
the consistency between programmatic choices and institutional mission.  
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This brief and rudimentary analysis of a sample of documented views on ‘interference’ appears to 
confirm that perceptions of ‘boundary crossing’ in state steering are as prevalent in regard to the 
steering of quality assurance (and related processes of standards-setting) as they are to steering via 
planning and funding.  It is not for the HEQC, in this submission, to comment on the justification 
behind such claims in the case of planning and funding; but it must clearly construct an argument in 
the case of its own quality assurance role.  Its point of departure in doing so is a third question: 
 
• Can the quality objectives of higher education reform be achieved without external HEQC steering? 
 
The HEQC’s stance is that the answer to this question, at this moment in the development of South 
African higher education, must be: not yet.  Given the uneven legacy of the higher education system, 
and given the lack of any integrated quality assurance approach in South Africa prior to 2001, there 
remains a clear need for an external body to facilitate discussions around understandings of quality, 
minimum standards, quality assurance, quality management and quality enhancement.  In the context 
of higher education transformation and its associated quality goals, both dialogue and praxis around 
these must occur in ways that do not unduly privilege higher education institutions, or play into 
particular pockets of advantage, reluctance or incapacity, but that steer the system as a whole by 
providing an enabling external framework for both accountability and development in the quality 
arena, and ultimately for self-regulation.  As corroborating evidence of the soundness of this stance, 
the HEQC would point to the growing consciousness of the importance and benefits of quality 
assurance among higher education stakeholders, who are able to interpret, for example, the positive 
impact of HEQC re-accreditation exercises intended to protect consumers from sub-standard 
provision. 
 
Consistent with its stance, the HEQC has made choices which centrally inform the nature, mode 
and ‘degree’ of steering via quality assurance: 
 
• The HEQC has explicitly included transformation issues in its quality assurance system as a way 

of locating quality in the social and political purposes of restructuring, and recognising that an 
internally self-referential technology for quality in the face of a large-scale restructuring with 
specified social justice objectives would not serve those most disadvantaged by the former 
dispensation. 

• The HEQC has a common set of quality requirements for private providers and public 
universities, all the different sectors of higher education, prioritising teaching and learning in 
order to focus on an under-addressed issue in the restructuring, accompanied by additional 
criteria for differentiated missions: e.g. research universities, distance education provision, work-
based learning.  This has made it possible to transcend special claims about quality depending on 
sectoral type or historical legacy, and put the emphasis on a new system.  The long-term view is 
to forge a common set of reference points for quality even as institutional missions grow more 
distinctive, in this way supporting the striving for a more enabling and more evenly capacitated 
system. 

• In addition, the HEQC has extended its quality assurance system to include quality issues not 
only of research, but also of community engagement with a view to leading institutions to 
develop more coherent policy, planning and resourcing frameworks for their existing and new 
interactions with various community-related constituencies and to think of quality issues as not 
unrelated to their evolving identities as socially engaged institutions. 
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• The HEQC has embarked on a comprehensive capacity development programme, a strategic 
choice linked explicitly to equity and development objectives in higher education.  As system-
level information emerges from these and other quality assurance activities, and from the 
Monitoring and Evaluation Directorate of the CHE, the CHE-HEQC will be in a position to 
advise on system-level trends, in relation both to quality objectives and the overall trajectory of 
higher education restructuring. 

(Singh 2006: 70-73) 
 

4 ‘INTERFERENCE’ AND HEQC FUNCTIONS 
 
As HEIAAF submissions examples cited in Section 3 illustrate, claims as to HEQC ‘interference’ 
relate to specific aspects of the implementation of the HEQC’s mandate for quality assurance, most 
particularly in respect of its accreditation and audit functions and its assessment of institutional 
missions’ fitness of purpose.  As might be expected, these claims most commonly reference the 
accountability dimension of the HEQC’s work, rather than the developmental dimension.  This 
means that an ongoing challenge facing the HEQC is finding appropriate means to use a 
developmental approach to improving quality, at the same time as demanding accountability, 
without leaving itself open to accusations of interference. 
 
In evaluating specific claims of interference, the HEQC asks itself the following questions: 
 
• Is the focus on transformation issues in the HEQC’s quality assurance systems a potential transgression of 

institutional autonomy? 
• Are the programme accreditation criteria and institutional audit criteria a potential transgression of academic 

freedom and institutional autonomy? 
• Are HEQC systems for audit and accreditation prescriptive in a way that undermines institutional autonomy 

and academic freedom? 
• Are there differences in the level of prescriptiveness of accreditation and audit? 
• Are there alternative ways of thinking about audit and accreditation systems? 
 
As a general preamble to answering these questions, the HEQC reiterates that it has conferred and 
consulted with higher education institutions around each of its three mandates (audit, accreditation, 
quality promotion/capacity development) in order to arrive at relevant frameworks, policies and 
criteria; at the same time, it has insisted upon a high value to be placed on transformation within 
institutions, as an overarching framework for these consultations.  The very fact that the HEQC is 
mandated by statute to accredit academic programmes, and to conduct institutional audits, as an 
infringement of academic freedom by some: yet the audit and accreditation criteria have been 
derived from a consultative process. 
 
• Is the focus on transformation issues in the HEQC’s quality assurance systems a potential 

transgression of institutional autonomy? 
 
Section 3 has already explained that the HEQC explicitly includes transformation issues in its quality 
assurance system as a way of locating quality in the social and political purposes of restructuring.  
Broadly speaking, therefore, its insistence on transformation and ‘fitness of purpose’ as aspects of 
quality cannot constitute a transgression of institutional autonomy where social and economic 
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justice, as democratic goals for our society, are acknowledged and accepted.  Such insistence would 
however constitute transgression were it ever to go beyond an understanding of ‘political’ as 
‘consensus goals for public policy’, to include the imposition of any selective political ideology on 
public institutions.  To illustrate: a conception of quality as transformation does mean insisting on 
changing staff and student profiles at institutional level and evidence of mission orientation 
supportive of that purpose; it does not mean distorting quality assurance to an exercise of dictating 
to academics what to teach in subjects they profess. 
 
The HEQC’s focus on transformation might be perceived as a transgression of institutional 
autonomy by higher education institutions (especially their Councils and executive managements) if 
it were to demand reallocation of institutional resources to meet uniform targets across the system.  
Certainly it is true that the 2001 National Plan has set indicative targets and goals which are 
applicable to higher education institutions of very different capacities.  However, the HEQC has 
chosen to deal with quality assurance in respect of these goals by focusing especially on teaching and 
learning.  The way in which the HEQC audit criteria 1 and 27 have been formulated allows for a 
differentiated approach to institutional mission and planning, resourcing and quality management. 
  
• Are the programme accreditation criteria and institutional audit criteria a potential transgression 

of academic freedom and institutional autonomy?  Are HEQC systems for audit and 
accreditation prescriptive in a way that undermines institutional autonomy and academic 
freedom?  Are there differences in the level of prescriptiveness of accreditation and audit?  Are 
there alternative ways of thinking about audit and accreditation systems? 

 
A system of programme accreditation for both new and existing academic programmes is seen by 
national higher education policy, and by the HEQC, as necessary to enable a range of goals for 
higher education curriculum and qualifications:  these include, for example, integrity, relevance and 
intellectual credibility of curriculum content; integrity and appropriateness of resources and 
processes for knowledge transfer and assessment; appropriate output and impact of any academic 
programme from a system perspective; and flexibility and mobility of students within the higher 
education system.  The HEQC applies its programme accreditation criteria with a focus on 
minimum standards towards these ends, and with broader intentions consistent with its overall 
framework for quality assurance.  Thus, for example, minimum standards are not narrowly applied 
in terms of bureaucratic efficiency (i.e. a new programme will only be accredited if it does not 
‘duplicate’ another); but are applied with a wider context in mind (e.g. a new programme named 
much the same as an existing programme offered by a neighbouring institution, may well be 
accredited because its substance and intellectual location are very different from that of the existing 
programme). In addition, a system of self-accreditation status for existing academic programmes 
where these meet the minimum standards is encouraged by the HEQC, while not being guaranteed.  
In the case of new programmes, a ‘candidacy phase’ in the accreditation process allows institutions 
an opportunity for programme development in respect of areas identified for attention in order to 
satisfy the accreditation criteria. 
 
The HEQC recognises that aspects of its programme accreditation system prompt critique on the 
part of higher education institutions, sometimes expressed as claims about interference.  First, some 
would argue that a programme accreditation system – including national reviews of particular 
programmes for the purposes of reaccreditation, against customised criteria8 - constitutes in- 
principle infringement of institutional autonomy and academic freedom, as it places external limits 
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on academic self-government.  Concerns in this respect apply variously to infringements in terms of 
‘who teaches’ (while most allow that the state intervenes legitimately here in terms of equity, there 
are concerns that this is in tension with quality understood as ‘standards’); ‘how it is taught’ (there 
are concerns that insufficient attention is paid to complex differences across knowledge transfer 
methodologies which are highly context-specific in relation to disciplines, learning outcomes, and so 
on); and ‘what is taught’ (infringements on substantive curriculum choices are feared and there are 
worries that ‘one-size-fits-all’ criteria will in practice limit unique dimensions of responsiveness by 
individual higher education institutions).  Yet in the context of transformation, holding institutions 
to account for a set of minimum standards in respect of academic programmes is undeniably 
appropriate and necessary in the view of the HEQC.  In addition, within a public accountability 
framework, in which higher education institutions are held accountable for their spending of public 
(and student) money, a process for mediating South African context-specific standards – as well as 
internationally recognised standards where applicable – is essential.  In terms of the ‘conditional 
autonomy’ concept, this may mean some procedural tempering of academic offerings, but does not 
constitute substantive interference in the HEQC’s view. 
 
Second, critique occurs from time to time of the HEQC’s choice to apply minimum standards as the 
basis for programme accreditation and reaccreditation.  One criticism is that understandings vary as 
to what is ‘sufficient’ and ‘insufficient’ in terms of the minimum standards stipulated in the HEQC’s 
programme accreditation criteria, meaning that in practice these standards may seem overly 
prescriptive to some, and under-specified to others, in either case possibly leading to perceptions 
that programmes have been unfairly evaluated.  Another criticism is that the HEQC’s minimum 
standards as defined in the criteria represent an unhappy medium between ideal norms, and absolute 
minima in a restructuring system.  A third, related criticism is that the entire accreditation system 
should be more ‘minimalist’ and lighter in touch than it currently is.  The HEQC’s minimum-
standards approach is intended to introduce context-specific considerations to programme 
accreditation that ensure a link between programme evaluation and public accountability, yet provide 
scope for discretion amongst institutions with different histories and capacities, progressively 
clearing the way towards self-accreditation status. 
 
Third, national reviews are distinctive within the programme accreditation system in terms of their 
implications for institutions: they are collective, and therefore tend to set up a competitive dynamic 
between institutions.  In the case of the 2003-04 MBA review, some providers expressed the opinion 
that the application of generic reaccreditation criteria to ‘market specific’ MBA programmes was 
unfair.  The HEQC recognises that academics will always feel uncomfortable about ‘direct’ 
comparisons, yet these review processes are specifically designed to serve the goal of embedding 
quality across a restructuring system.  Moreover, as with any aspect of the HEQC’s programme 
accreditation system, institutional space to implement accreditation criteria is there to be claimed: 
these processes are therefore constitutive rather than punitive, although one of the outcomes of 
accreditation might be de-accreditation. 
  
Fourth, many institutions, or academics within them, experience processes of accreditation as time-
consuming and otherwise burdensome, and aspects of the process may be assumed by internal 
quality assurance officers rather than by academics themselves: these issues may be seen to 
constitute the edging out of academic freedom by bureaucratic means.  The HEQC would argue that 
some procedural onerousness is justified by imperatives for quality and that this is most likely a 
time-bound set of practices.  Over time, the HEQC would in fact hope to have contributed to 
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academic freedom by inculcating reflective practices in the programme development process at 
institutional level, so enabling programme quality through sustainable self-accreditation. 
 
Generally speaking, HEQC frameworks, criteria and processes for institutional audit (now in their 
first cycle, 2005-09) have been subject to fewer accusations of undue prescription than those for 
programme accreditation, for reasons which may include that the audit criteria, unlike the 
accreditation criteria, are not summative and are therefore more flexibly applied in context; that the 
process incorporates extensive opportunity for self-evaluation; that audit judgements are evidence-
based and draw on multiple sources of evidence9; that audit judgements do not lead to any ‘league 
table’ ranking of institutions or reallocation of public funds; and that the developmental dimension 
of these processes is clear to institutions (an institutional quality improvement plan in response to 
audit judgements is required). However, many aspects of the HEQC accreditation methodology also 
is evidence led.  In the HEQC’s view, and in terms of the national policy framework, a system of 
institutional audit is critical to purposes of quality improvement and enhancement in South African 
higher education, particularly given multiple stakeholder demands for greater responsiveness to 
societal needs through enhanced student access and mobility; through research and innovation that 
address social and economic development; and through engagement with local, regional and 
international communities of interest. Stakeholders also require that higher education institutions are 
able to provide the public with comprehensive information on the manner in which they maintain 
the quality and standards of their core academic activities, and to demonstrate sustained 
improvement in this regard. Institutional audits serve to address both sets of issues.  To reiterate a 
point already made in the context of programme accreditation and national reviews, institutions are 
free – and indeed expected, with proper regard for the public interest – to implement the audit 
criteria in ways that are self-reflective, constitutive and ultimately directed towards continuous 
improvement and the goal of self-regulation. 
 

5 REGULATION AND SELF-REGULATION IN QUALITY ASSURANCE 
 
Section 4 has highlighted self-accreditation status and self-regulation as goals of the HEQC’s 
accreditation and audit systems (supported, in turn, by its quality promotion and capacity 
development activities).  In this context, the following questions can be asked: 
 
• What is the appropriate balance between external regulation and institutional self-regulation in respect of quality 

issues?  How is the HEQC achieving this balance and how should it? 
 
• Self-accreditation status is one form of self-regulation promised within the HEQC’s systems.  Are there other 

dimensions of self-regulation which could be strengthened, especially in the second cycle? 
 
In brief answer to these questions, the HEQC makes the following points: 
 
• Over the long term, the HEQC envisages the achievement of effective, efficient, responsive and 

accountable self-regulating systems for quality assurance within higher education institutions.  
These will leverage well-accepted forms of academic peer review while operating within 
overarching national frameworks for quality improvement; and the HEQC has designed its 
systems precisely with a view to enabling achievement of these goals.  In the short to medium 
terms, however, in the context of a restructuring and transforming higher education system, 
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external steering to the appropriate degree remains essential, so that the work of 
institutionalising a quality culture in South African higher education can proceed. 

• The HEQC recognises that the second cycle of institutional audits may highlight more issues 
around accountability than the first cycle in which the focus is primarily developmental and 
institutions are free to engage flexibly with the audit criteria.  In the second cycle, the HEQC will 
have to make audit judgements about institutional achievements on the basis of quality 
improvement plans arising from the first cycle: this may result in renewed contestation as to 
appropriate areas of institutional autonomy and academic freedom and may, in turn, give rise to 
questions around the true potential for self-regulating institutional systems of quality assurance 
(at the very moment that some institutions will be anticipating achieving this status). 

• Over and above moving in the direction of self-accreditation and self-regulation for quality, 
institutionalising quality may yet require forms of mediation between the independent, external 
quality assurance dispensation driven by the HEQC and other elements of the state steering 
apparatus.  To illustrate: national review processes in teacher education have already highlighted 
a tight relationship between the availability of public funding and quality of provision which 
cannot be ignored in future planning and funding debates.  As another possible example, as the 
HEQC’s quality assurance systems settle and yield results over time, it may be seen as desirable 
by some higher education role players to re-interrogate the DoE’s PQM criteria and their 
application. 

 

6 CONCLUSION 
 
The following should be clear from this discussion of the HEQC’s regulatory role in the steering of 
South African higher education through quality assurance.  First, the HEQC is committed to 
assuring quality in the context of higher education restructuring and transformation towards social 
and economic justice as democratic goals of our society; all its policy frameworks and criteria are 
formulated and implemented as consistent with that position.  Second, the HEQC has sought to 
formulate robust frameworks and goals for quality, quality assurance, quality development and 
quality improvement – including goals for self-accreditation and self-regulation - without drawing 
endpoints of the process in any fixed way: the overall development of quality in the system in 
relation to restructuring and transformation, and in relation to the goal of institutionalising quality 
for continuous improvement, will shape the evolving nature of steering through quality assurance as 
needed.  Third, the HEQC’s approach can be seen to embody a procedural and deliberative 
understanding of quality assurance in South African higher education, in the long-run best interest 
of accountable higher education: thus it incorporates appropriately contextualised notions of 
academic freedom, institutional autonomy, and public accountability, together with substantive goals 
for quality in terms of higher education’s core purposes and roles, and in terms of their relationship 
to the public good. 
 
Such an approach is all the more important because higher education quality assurance is a terrain of 
unresolved issues in South Africa as elsewhere (see, for example, Morley 2003).  Questions will 
always arise, for example, as to: who decides what constitutes quality? Does quality assurance 
intersect or sometimes collide with goals of a democratic society (for example, in relation to equity 
and diversity)?   How do these questions relate to our understandings of freedom, autonomy and 
accountability in higher education?  Engendering a quality assurance system that provides workable 
and defensible answers to questions such as these, in context, is the essence of the HEQC’s 
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continuing challenge as it endeavours simultaneously to facilitate development of quality and to 
require accountability for quality in South African higher education institutions. 
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ENDNOTES
                                                 
1 Prior to 1995, South African higher education was characterised by a mixed and highly uneven set of quality 
assurance practices, which differed according to their application in sub-sectors (universities, technikons), 
their level (sub-sectoral, institutional) and their nature (obligatory/voluntary and external/internal).  See: 
Council on Higher Education (CHE) (2004). South African Higher Education in the First Decade of Democracy.  
Pretoria: CHE: Section 8.1. 
2 Higher Education Act 1997: Section 7.  
3 Higher Education Act 1997: Section 7.  In 2003, the DoE made HEQC accreditation a prerequisite for 
registration.  See: Department of Education (DoE) (2003).  Higher Education Act 1997: Regulations for the 
Registration of Private Higher Education Institutions.  Pretoria: DoE. 
4 Quality management encompasses arrangements for quality assurance, quality support and enhancement, 
and quality monitoring, and covers aspects of input and process as well as outcomes. 
5 These purposes are detailed in DoE 1997: Section 1.3.  In brief, the purposes are: to meet the learning needs 
and aspirations of individuals; to address the development needs of society and provide the labour market 
with high-level competencies and skills; to contribute to the development of a constructively critical citizenry; 
and to contribute to the creation, sharing and evaluation of knowledge. 
6 Typified by the 1957 TB Davie formulation of academic freedom as: “Our freedom from external 
interference in (a) who shall teach, (b) what we teach, (c) how we teach, and (d) whom we teach”. 
7 Audit criterion 1: “The institution has a clearly stated mission and purpose with goals and priorities which 
are responsive to its local, national and international context and which provide for transformational issues. 
There are effective strategies in place for the realisation and monitoring of these goals and priorities.  Human, 
financial and infrastructural resources are available to give effect to these goals and priorities.”; Audit criterion 
2: “Objectives and mechanisms for quality management are integrated into institutional planning.  Financial 
planning ensures adequate resource allocation for the development, improvement and monitoring of quality 
in the core activities of teaching and learning, research and community engagement.” 
8 Two such national reviews have been completed by the HEQC: reaccreditation of Master of Business 
Administration (MBA) programmes in 2003-04; and of Master of Education (M Ed) programmes in 2005-06.   
Reaccreditation of Advanced Certificate in Education / Postgraduate Certificate in Education / and Bachelor 
of Education (ACE-PGCE-B Ed) programmes is taking place in 2006-07. 
9 Sources of evidence include: institutional profile data drawn from DoE and CHE sources; the institutional 
self-evaluation portfolio; student evaluation reports; peer evaluation reports; other external sources (e.g. 
media reports), etc. 
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