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GENERAL INTRODUCTION TO QEP PEER REVIEWER REPORTS 

Four focus areas were selected for Phase 1 of the Quality Enhancement Project (QEP) with 

which all institutions were asked to engage, namely: (1) enhancing academics as teachers, (2) 

enhancing student support and development, (3) enhancing the learning environment, and (4) 

enhancing course and programme enrolment management. In September 2014 each university 

produced a baseline submission that addressed the following questions for each focus area: 

 Which aspects of your institution’s Strategic Plan relate to this focus area? (Please be specific by quoting 

from the Strategic Plan). 

 What activities do you currently have in place related to this focus area that are successful? What 

evidence do you use to conclude that they are successful? (Do not provide detailed evidence, just a 

description of the type of evidence you collect and a short summary of the results.) 

 What activities related to this focus area have you initiated during the past three or four years that have 

not been as successful as you had hoped? In what ways were they unsuccessful? What do you think might 

be the reasons for the lack of success? 

 What activities have you recently implemented or are you planning to implement in the next 12 to 18 

months related to this focus area? Why have you chosen these particular activities?  What is the need or 

problem they are intended to address? 

 What are the challenges or problems related to this focus area that still need to be addressed in your 

institution?  

The submission also included an introductory section on the contextual features of the 

institution that are salient to student success, a description of how the submission was prepared, 

and a concluding section on other activities the institution was undertaking to promote student 

success and challenges being faced. 

Universities were asked to submit final reports by 11 December 2015 that indicated 

improvements that had been made or were being planned since the baseline reports were 

submitted. The stated aim of the report is shown below. 

The aim of the institutional report is to demonstrate efforts to bring about enhancements 

in each of the four Quality Enhancement Project (QEP) focus areas since the beginning 

of Phase 1 of the QEP in February 2014, reflect on the journey towards enhancement and 

assess the extent to which the efforts have resulted in improvements. 

Because of widespread student protests in the last few months of 2015, some reports were 

submitted early in 2016. In the final report, for each focus area universities responded to the 

following questions: 

 Summarise what the university considers to be the key issues in [this focus area] in one or two paragraphs. 

 During Phase 1 of the QEP, what changes at institutional level (a) have been made, (b) are in progress, 

or (c) are in the planning stages that relate to enhancing academics as teachers? 
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 Provide one or more (but not more than 5) exemplars to illustrate specific aspects of the changes that are 

successful.  Provide evidence for claims of success. Where an activity is in the planning stages, indicate 

what evidence will be collected. 

 Provide one or more (but not more than 5) exemplars of changes that have not been successful and 

suggest reasons. 

 If possible, identify one or more promising practices related to this focus area. Describe the practice and 

provide evidence for success. Suggest what the key features might be. 

 Identify the main challenges the university still faces in relation to this focus area. 

The document also included an introduction that described how the report was prepared and a 

concluding section on reflections on Phase 1 of the QEP. 

During 2016 and early 2017 individual institutional visits were carried out by two peer 

reviewers and the Director: Institutional Audits. The CHE communicated with the DVC 

Teaching and Learning or Academic to find a suitable date for the visit, and then a formal letter 

was sent to the Vice-Chancellor, which included the names of the peer reviewers and a request 

to indicate whether he or she felt there was a serious conflict of interest. In addition to logistical 

matters, the letter described the purpose and format of the visit as follows: 

The purpose of the institutional visit is to provide a structured opportunity for institutional leaders to 

engage with peer reviewers external to the institution about the journey they are taking towards 

improvement in the QEP focus areas, the milestones achieved, the challenges encountered along the way 

and the plans for further improvement. It is also an opportunity for institutions to receive feedback on 

their engagement with the focus areas and suggestions for what else they might consider doing, or doing 

differently, based on what is being learned in and with the sector. Please note that we are interested in 

what is being done at your university that relates to the four Phase 1 focus areas, not just designated QEP 

activities. 

The broad frame for the visit is appreciative inquiry (AI), originally developed by Cooperrider and 

Srivastva (1987)1. AI is a strengths-based approach to change management that uses the “positive core” 

of an organisation as the starting point for growth and improvement. In contrast to problem-solving – 

trying to fix what is – it employs a generative method to envision what does not yet exist. While it is 

impossible for peer reviewers to engage in a full-blown AI process, the institutional visit is intended to 

focus on the positives as a springboard for thinking about what to enhance and how. 

During the visit we would like to meet with the following groups of people over the course of the day: 

1. Senior management (60 minutes) 

2. Key role players involved with Focus Area 1 (80 minutes) 

3. Key role players involved with Focus Area 2 (80 minutes) 

4. Key role players involved with Focus Area 3 (80 minutes) 

                                                 
1 Cooperrider, D.L. & Srivastva, S. (1987). Appreciative inquiry in organizational life. In Woodman, R. W. & 

Pasmore, W.A. (Eds), Research in Organizational Change and Development, Vol. 1, Stamford, CT: JAI Press, 

129-169. 
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5. Key role players involved with Focus Area 4 (80 minutes) 

6. Senior management (30 minutes for feedback) 

The team will have read the university’s QEP baseline report and final report. At the meetings, the team 

may ask for further information beyond what was in the two documents.  The university may also wish 

to bring additional information to the meetings. 

The selection of participants is up to you.  However, we hope that you will be able to be part of the first 

meeting, and if possible, the last. For the meetings with senior management, we would like to speak with 

people who have the authority and responsibility to implement and drive initiatives at institutional level 

that relate to the four focus areas of Phase 1 of the QEP2. For the meetings on the focus areas, we hope 

that students will be included.  

Several weeks before the institutional visit, the two peer reviewers were sent the institutions’ 

two reports, two articles on Appreciative Inquiry and the peer reviewer manual, which contains, 

among other things, a list of possible questions and detailed guidelines for the peer reviewer 

report. Immediately prior to each institutional visit, the peer reviewers and the Director: 

Institutional Audits spent most of a day preparing for the visit by going through the institution’s 

two submissions in detail. During this preparatory meeting, several specific questions for the 

senior management were formulated and areas in which the panel wanted more information 

were identified for each focus area. The meetings that took place during the institutional visit 

were audio-recorded, and the audio files were sent to the peer reviewers after the visit for 

reference.  

Each peer reviewer report is based on three data sources: the institution’s baseline submission, 

the institution’s final report and the content of the meetings during the institutional visit. As 

stated in the letters to the VCs, institutions could provide additional information during the 

visit. Some institutions did provide further documentation to elaborate on specific issues during 

the visit or, by agreement, emailed additional documentation immediately after the visit; in 

these cases such documentation was also taken into account in writing the report. It was 

necessary to limit the scope of the work in this way to ensure that the work could be completed 

within a specified time frame and also to be fair to all institutions. 

Following receipt of the peer reviewers’ reports, the CHE undertook a process of editing and 

harmonisation of the reports (to ensure a reasonable level of consistency among them) before 

sending them to institutions. In the initial letter to each VC it was indicated that the reports 

would be sent to the institutions for corrections, but that institutions were not expected to add 

new information at this stage. After the corrections were received from institutions, the final 

report was produced; new information was not included. It is hoped that the report will be a 

useful resource for an institution in its own journey to improvement. In addition, the reports 

will be among the documents that the CHE will use to produce a document synthesising what 

has been learnt during Phase 1 of the QEP across the sector. The final reports will serve at the 

Institutional Audits Committee and the Higher Education Quality Committee for information.   

                                                 
2 (1) Enhancing academics as teachers, (2) Enhancing student support and development, (3) Enhancing the 

learning environment, (4) Enhancing course and programme enrolment management. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  

The University of South Africa (UNISA is a comprehensive Open Distance Learning (ODL) 

mega-university, having changed its emphasis in the past decade or so from being a 

correspondence university for over 50 years.  This places it in a contextually unique position 

within the South African higher education sector. UNISA is led by the Vice-Chancellor, 

seven Vice-Principals and the Registrar. It comprises seven discipline-based colleges and a 

college of graduate studies, each headed by an executive dean. In addition to its main campus 

in Pretoria, it has over 90 learning centres distributed throughout South Africa and in several 

other countries, including Ethiopia.  

The enrolment in 2013 was approximately 355,000 students, of whom approximately 25% 

are first-time university students, while the rest are adult learners. The enormous number of 

students and their very different profiles in terms of experience as university students pose 

particular challenges for UNISA that no other South African university has to deal with. No 

doubt these challenges contribute to the University’s low throughput rates, but there are other 

contributing factors, such as the fact that many students register at UNISA as a means of 

getting into a contact university or picking up needed courses to continue their studies 

elsewhere. Such students never intend to complete a degree at UNISA. 

The University appears to have positively and proactively reflected on its context, especially 

the type of students that it caters for, and attempted to identify and focus on factors that 

impact on student success in a holistic and coherent manner.  This resulted in the 

development of the Conceptual Framework for Student Success (FSS). The FSS was 

conceptualised and developed collaboratively to ensure buy-in from all sectors of the 

University and underpins a university-wide focus on student success. While the framework 

was approved in 2011, it has been utilised as a lens for the Quality Enhancement Project 

(QEP) process.  This explicit institutional focus on “student success” is commendable. 

The University has indicated that engaging with the enhancement of its programmes has 

required reflection and streamlining of offerings.  Over the last few years, there has been a 

concerted effort to reduce the number of programmes offered through a collaborative 

exercise.  The exercise resulted in a large number of programmes being phased out. Through 

this exercise, the University recognised that the fruits of a quality exercise may not be 

immediate but the positive impact could be apparent much later.  The University envisaged 

that, likewise, the QEP process will be viewed as a long-term quality process. The 

collaboration that has been developed among staff will be encouraged to continue.    

UNISA has identified a number of challenges, such as the need for training of professional 

staff, academic planners and quality enhancement.  While these are common to the higher 

education sector, UNISA’s approach is contextualised within an ODL environment. Because 

of its size, good planning is critical. According to the senior management, UNISA is 

fortunate in that just after the merger it started to develop a collaborative and consultative 

planning culture, which enables it to have a common framework from which everyone can 
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work. The planning framework feeds into performance management, which is also 

consultative as there is negotiation with academics and the bargaining forum. 

The University recognises and appreciates the importance of quality teaching and learning 

and has instituted deliberate plans and actions in order to advance this. To this end, there is 

an emphasis on continuous engagement with the university community, especially 

academics, in order to reflect critically on salient issues and promote buy-in. The culture of 

broad-based planning referred to above, which between 2009 and 2010 resulted in the ODL 

Project on student success, ensures that various university stakeholders work together to 

address common issues. The Senate Teaching and Learning Committee has been central in 

providing coordination and coherence of various initiatives, while the  Vice-Principal  for 

Teaching and Learning provided strong, visionary leadership. 

The QEP process has highlighted the need for the development of expertise and forums for 

the sharing of quality practices and instruments, which could lead to a culture of sharing 

within the institution and across the higher education sector. UNISA has much to share with 

universities that are just beginning to make use of blended learning. 

From the discussions with the University executive, it is clear that there was a strong will to 

support the QEP with a high level of involvement of the executive and University-wide 

structures. The institutional culture of having learnt how to work together to address common 

issues prepared them well for the participating in the QEP process.  Because of having to 

work across structures, the QEP enhanced integrated planning across the University by 

involving all role players, both academic and support.  Furthermore, the University appears 

to have viewed the QEP process as a new phase in the journey to promote a quality culture 

that was already strong within the institution. In preparing the reports, a large number of 

people spanning a broad range of academic and support structures participated. Several 

university-wide seminars were held when each of the two institutional reports were being 

developed, and the reports were discussed at the Senate Teaching and Learning Committee 

and the Student Success Forum prior to being sent to Senate for approval. 

 

2. FOCUS AREA 1: ENHANCING ACADEMICS AS TEACHERS  

(Including professional development, reward and recognition, workload, conditions of 

service and performance appraisal) 

THE INSTITUTION’S STRENGTHS 

The Senate Teaching and Learning Committee and the Vice-Principal for Teaching and 

Learning have been central in providing leadership, particularly in relation to the 

enhancement of academics as teachers in order to improve student success. This is supported 

by the development and implementation of a number of plans, policies and structures. The 

Unisa Strategic Plan (Unisa 2013-2014) relates directly to the enhancement of academics as 

teachers, especially in the ODL context. The Institutional Report of 2014 states that “the first 

goal of the strategic plan calls for the enhancement of academics, in their roles as teachers, 
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specifically within an ODL approach. This also involves curriculum and course design, 

integrating student support, assessment and more.” 

The Directorate of Curriculum and Learning Development (DCLD), through its education 

consultants, provides curriculum development guidance in using appropriate pedagogical 

and assessment strategies. The DCLD gives effect to the Framework for the Implementation 

of a Team Approach to Curriculum and Learning Development (FTA) of Senate. At UNISA, 

all courses and learning materials are developed by a team comprising both discipline 

specialists and learning designers, supported by editors, graphic designers and other 

specialists.  The FTA provides procedures for the function of teams of specialists in various 

fields, who are responsible for the design of study materials in line with the Curriculum 

Policy. 

In addition, the Centre for Professional Development (CPD) provides training for academics 

on, amongst other things, developing and presenting curricula in a Virtual Learning 

Environment (VLE) within an ODL environment.  

Each college has a range of activities relevant to this focus area, such as the College of 

Human Sciences (CHS) Scholars Development Programme, College of Economic and 

Management Sciences (CEMS) on-boarding programme for new academic staff, and 

Researchers Committee that was established by the College of Law (CLAW) to develop 

emerging researchers. 

The Institutional Report of 2014 further underscores the critical role played by the 

Directorate of Human Resource Development (DHRD) in academic staff development. The 

DHRD provides funding for staff to attend conferences, workshops and training in order to 

achieve the goals in their Personal Development Plans. There are various other initiatives 

that help to develop academics as teachers, such as the Young Academics Programme and 

the Accelerated Professional Excellence Awards.  

The development and implementation of the Integrated Performance Management System 

(IPMS) provided the institution with a tool with which to synergise the different policies and 

structures, in line with its culture, values and objectives.                                   

THE APPROACH TAKEN TO IMPROVEMENT 

From the interviews, it is apparent that the University takes stakeholder participation 

seriously in creating mechanisms and policies aimed at enhancing academics as teachers. 

This approach is helping to inculcate a culture of quality teaching amongst academics. The 

development of the Academic Plan, for the first time at UNISA, provides the institution with 

an opportunity to integrate the core business areas of the University to enhance teaching and 

learning. The foundation of the Academic Plan is that community engagement and research 

are critical in teaching and learning. The plan is linked to the performance management 
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system and the weighting between key performance areas varies, depending on the level of 

the academic. As this is a new plan, the University is in the process of operationalising it.  

The University has approached improvements through the revision and development of 

policies. Enhancement of academics as teachers is also emphasised through policies such as 

the Policy on Awards for Excellence in Teaching and Learning, which is aimed at 

recognising excellent teaching practices amongst academic staff. This policy is supported by 

the Performance Bonus Policy and the Pay Progression Policy, which serve as additional 

incentives to encourage excellence in teaching and learning.     

IMPROVEMENTS UNDERTAKEN AND PROGRESS MADE 

Professional development 

Enhancement in this area is approached in a holistic manner. This includes formal learning 

leading to qualifications, short learning programmes and sharing of practices at seminars and 

workshops.  

The University recognises the importance of enhancing academics as teachers, especially 

within its ODL context, by acknowledging that the academic staff recruited bring 

disciplinary expertise but usually lack the expertise needed to facilitate learning in the Virtual 

Learning Environment (VLE).  While training academics as teachers has been going on since 

2011, it appears that the QEP, as noted in the interviews, has provided a stronger impetus for 

focusing on this area.  To this end, the University developed the Framework for Professional 

Development (FPD). The FPD was developed after extensive research and international 

benchmarking, and was approved at the end of 2014. The FDP requires academics to 

participate in professional development and to demonstrate such participation at least bi-

annually. The University reported that 30% of academic and professional staff had 

completed a teaching and learning qualification or short learning programme by the year 

2015. Under the umbrella of the FPD, a diverse menu of development services to academics 

will be made available, such as the Advanced Professional Diploma in ODL and a short 

course on Threshold Competence in ODL for new academics. 

In 2014 and 2015, UNISA developed a new Vision 2030, which includes the following 

objective: “Enhance training and development for teaching and professional staff by 

institutionalising the Framework for Professional Development.” This has been done. 

The Unisa Library provides additional training for academics, such as how to use the online 

research platform to assist with capacity development.  

In addition, there is a deliberate effort by the institution to get academics to reflect in a 

scholarly way on teaching and learning. At the institutional level, Teaching and Learning 

seminars have been instituted, which provide platforms across the University to address 

teaching and learning issues on a monthly basis and expose staff to innovative teaching ideas 

through sharing good practices. UNISA also hosts ODL conferences. In 2015, the University 
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held its first Teaching and Learning festival. It was noted in the interviews that participation 

in such activities, including at individual colleges, has been positive. The University should 

be commended for the high levels of staff participation in these events.  

It was reported in the 2015 QEP Phase 1 Final Report (final report) that honours students 

are appointed as face-to-face and e-tutors and it was noted that senior academic staff are 

involved with the training of these tutors. As part of the training, the tutors have an 

opportunity to reflect in a scholarly way on their teaching.  

The College of Economics and Management Sciences (CEMS) developed a project aimed at 

improving student success through staff development and the integration of new staff 

members into the College and its departments. This is called the Colleges Improving Student 

Success (CISS) project. A component of this is the “on-boarding training”, which serves as 

a guide to assist with staff development through orientation on the college values, student 

registration, expectations from an academic, rules, policies and procedures.  The final 

institutional report provides examples of positive feedback from academic staff on the 

project.  The project was piloted in the second semester of 2015 and is yet to be rolled out to 

other colleges. 

The University reported in its final report and during the interviews that the College of 

Agriculture, Engineering and Sciences (CAES) has a mentoring programme for young 

academics, which includes teaching and learning.  The report states that the “initiative that 

has made the biggest impact in the short term is the introduction of ‘Discipline’ and 

‘discipline NQF level’ groups. Each discipline, and, if too large, a smaller group at NQF 

level, meets prior to the submission of assignments and tutorial letters and moderates the 

assessment of each module.” It is not clear whether this mentoring process includes the 

mentor having access to the other teaching materials such as student guidelines, notes, and 

tutorials.  However, as the University acknowledges, the value of these groups in enhancing 

academics as teachers through the sharing of practices is enormous.  

Rewards and recognition 

The Policy on Awards for Excellence in Teaching and Learning was introduced in 2015. It 

aims to award excellent teaching practices based on eight categories. This is a peer 

nomination and evaluation process and, while the criteria for evaluation were not discussed, 

there is a signalling of the importance of recognising excellent teaching. The award for 

teaching excellence is viewed as prestigious, involving monetary compensation and the 

presentation of a seminar. Evidence of the perceived value is the large number of 

nominations received in 2015, as stated in the institutional report of 2015.  

In addition, the University provides subsidies for academics to develop academic discipline 

expertise through improving their qualifications. This also provides an avenue for the 

promotion of academic staff through the different levels from junior lecturer to full professor. 
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The conditions of service were revised and approved in 2015. The most pertinent change has 

been the alignment of these to the appointment and promotion criteria. For example, in 

future, teaching excellence will be included in the promotion criteria, which are closely 

coupled to the appointment criteria and are approved by the Executive Committee of Senate 

(SENEX). Candidates must submit a teaching statement, supported by a portfolio of 

evidence. 

Workload  

In 2015, the University approved the Framework for Academic Workload Allocation 

(FAWA), which is aimed at ensuring that the workload is distributed in a fair, transparent 

and equitable manner. The Framework is linked to the Enrolment Plan (with targets being 

set for each qualification and course/module) and makes provision for a work allocation 

model and a work allocation plan. The chairs of departments (CoDs) are responsible for the 

development of the work allocation model, in consultation with academics in the 

departments, taking into account the available resources and the academic complexities of 

the department. Workload allocation is linked to performance agreements in that the 

performance agreements must reflect the work allocation.  

During the interviews, it was clear that the development of the workload framework, through 

an inclusive and open process, promoted a sense of trust and transparency that had previously 

been missing in the institution. One interviewee even noted that there had been a few 

instances where senior staff co-opted junior staff to do their work, behind the scenes.  

Performance appraisal 

Performance appraisal is based on the Integrated Performance Management System (IPMS), 

which is designed to, amongst other things, foster a culture of performance excellence, 

transparency and accountability. This forms part of the integrated talent management 

framework, “which is aimed at recruiting, developing and retaining employees with the 

requisite mind-sets, knowledge and skills to achieve the University’s strategic plan.” 

The synergy between the IPMS and the various other policies and mechanisms (such as 

FAWA, Pay Progression Policy and the Performance Bonus Policy) is commendable as it 

provides consistency in the policy framework. The development of the IPMS Moderation 

Process in 2015 cemented this synergy by streamlining the performance appraisal process 

and putting in place guidelines for the moderation of IPMS assessments.  

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER IMPROVEMENT 

The University has a commendable framework for staff development. For new academics, 

consideration could be given to rolling out the on-boarding initiative for new academics in 

the CEMS across the University. In addition, all new academics should be required to receive 

some training in teaching in an ODL context, such as through the Threshold competence in 

ODL short course, during their probation period. Consideration could also be given to 
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expanding the mentoring of new academics currently done in the CAES to all colleges, and 

to including mentoring in the workload allocation of senior academics. 

UNISA could also consider identifying teaching and learning champions to lead and mentor 

other academic staff. This could include cohort mentoring, where one academic provides 

mentorship to a number of newer academics. This would foster the development of a 

community of practice and increases mentoring layers. Academics providing academic 

mentorship should also be recognised and rewarded in order to incentivise quality 

mentorship. 

In order to further promote student success, the University may wish to expand staff training 

opportunities to include reflection on student success data. If staff are enabled to engage with 

success data, then the staff will gain a deeper understanding of the impact of their teaching - 

that improving teaching has a direct impact on the undergraduate student experience and 

success, which will then influence postgraduate training and research. In addition, they could 

be encouraged to reflect on the impact these pass rates have on modules that follow. For 

example, for a module that is a prerequisite, evaluating performance in the subsequent 

module could provide useful information on the impact of the teaching at the preceding 

(prerequisite) module. The real impact of good teaching should be seen in the performance 

of students in subsequent years of study and specifically modules that follow, through to 

graduation. 

As far as e-tutors are concerned, the panel suggests that their training take into account the 

concerns raised by students during the interviews that tutors (like lecturers) sometimes have 

discipline knowledge without sufficient grasp of the ODL environment.  

It was not clear to the panel how excellence in Teaching and Learning is evaluated. The 

University could consider looking at this area again. The University could further consider 

how teaching portfolios could be used for appointments, promotions and to evaluate teaching 

excellence, where the criteria would need to be focused on VLE/ODL. Academic staff 

mentorship could also be reflected in the teaching portfolios.  

The inclusion of teaching excellence in promotion criteria is important for career progression 

and longer-term gains.  What is not clear is how the University plans to do this. The 

University could look again at this focus area in a more holistic manner.  The performance 

appraisal already contains a teaching and learning component and this area could be teased 

out to provide clearer criteria and so indicate exactly what “excellence” means. 

With respect to workload, consideration could be given to a more deliberate inclusion of 

time for teaching development. Although the University emphasises the development of a 

mind-set of teaching excellence in young academics by giving teaching more weighting, the 

University could consider ensuring that the overall workload is lighter for young academics. 

This would provide them with the space for development and an opportunity to pursue higher 

qualifications.  
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3. FOCUS AREA 2: ENHANCING STUDENT SUPPORT AND 

DEVELOPMENT 

(Including career and curriculum advising, life and academic skills development, 

counselling, student performance monitoring and referral) 

THE INSTITUTION’S STRENGTHS 

The Strategic Plan 2013-2015: Towards a Higher Performance University document 

provides the framework within which the enhancement of student support and development 

takes place at UNISA. Goal 1 of the strategic plan provides for the development of an 

integrated student support model, which encompasses academic, financial and tutor support. 

To achieve this, a number of clearly spelled out activities are identified. These include the 

implementation of the student tracking system; the development of a model for course and 

career counselling for online and face-to-face student counselling; and the refinement of the 

Senate approved Conceptual Framework for Student Support (FSS).   

To enhance student success, and to provide appropriate interventions, the University has 

conceptualised what it calls the Student Walk. There are five phases of the Student Walk, 

which refer to the different stages of the students’ journey. These are: pre-application, pre-

registration, registration, teaching and learning, and university exit and beyond. This means 

that interventions are designed to correspond to each phase. For instance, in the registration 

phase, the support intervention focuses on providing career guidance on subject choice and 

curricula-related employment opportunities during registration.  

There are numerous mechanisms aimed at providing effective academic and career advice 

to students. With respect to academic advising, student advisors are appointed at learning 

centres across the country. Professional and assistant career advisors are also appointed at 

the main learning centres. To expand student access to the advisors, Unisa makes use of ICT 

infrastructure. For instance, there are e-tutors linked to students who are close to completion.  

Students in smaller centres can have access to career advisors in the main centres through 

video conferencing. Additionally, students can also make use of the YouTube channels and 

podcasts.  

In addition, the procurement and implementation of Shadowmatch further strengthens the 

University’s initiatives in enhancing student support and development. Shadowmatch is an 

online tool that is aimed at assisting students to improve their prospect of success in a 

particular profession through improving relevant habits and behaviours. The tool generates 

a personal development plan for individual students. Based on the Institutional Report of 

2014, the majority of the students and colleges experienced positive benefits from using the 

tool and supported its continuation and university-wide implementation. 

There are key offices and structures that drive the enhancement of student support and 

development in the university. Chief amongst these is the Directorate for Counselling and 
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Career Development (DCCD). In 2013, a personal counselling referral protocol was 

developed to guide DCCD staff in how and where to refer students needing further support. 

To oversee the implementation of the FSS, Senate approved the establishment of the Student 

Success Forum (SSF). This allows for the sharing of information and best practices across 

the university, as well as institution-wide integration of initiatives. 

THE APPROACH TAKEN TO IMPROVEMENT 

The University’s approach has been to establish structures and an integrated policy 

framework for the enhancement of student development. The institutional report of 2015 

clearly states that the university bases its practices on research in order to have an 

“understanding of prevailing practices and how these impact on student experience.” To help 

it do this, the University conducts student surveys, such as the Student Satisfaction Survey, 

and benchmarks with other higher education institutions. 

To operationalise and follow-up on the work of the SSF, the Student Success Unit was 

formed in April 2014, under the DCCD.   

IMPROVEMENTS UNDERTAKEN AND PROGRESS MADE 

The University seems to have put a concerted effort into this focus area. During the 

interviews, staff reported that there has been a shift within the university with regard to how 

student development and support are seen. Previously, Student Support Services was seen as 

providing add-on, ad hoc support. More recently, there appears to be recognition that student 

support is core to success and active student participation in offerings provided by support 

services is encouraged. This shift in mindset has been a major improvement for the institution 

and has resulted in improved integration and collaboration between academics and student 

support services staff. Structures such as the Student Success Forum and the Student 

Teaching, Learning and Support Committee provide platforms for such interactions. 

One of the challenges UNISA faces is how to provide the right services to students who are 

distributed across the country (and the world). To help address this challenge, UNISA has 

embarked on a GIS project in order to try to identify exactly where students are and then 

“geo-code” them in order to determine which services are needed where, and to re-distribute 

services as needed. 

Another challenge is how to provide support for students with vastly different access to ICT 

devices, data and connectivity. UNISA constantly has to balance what it provides on-line, in 

hard copy, through the post (which created huge problems when there was a postal strike 

during registration) and at learning centres. 

Career and curriculum advice 

In line with the Student Walk concept, the University provides career and curriculum advice 

from the pre-application phase to the exit phase. The DCCD is working on an online career 



University of South Africa  14 

 

development program to support students in developing their careers throughout their 

studies. In addition, the final report stated that the main and regional centres have annual 

career fairs for students. These attract not only large student numbers, but also a significant 

number of potential employers, who are allocated exhibition stands to showcase their 

businesses.  

The DCCD operates across the institution, including its regional centres, and provides a 

range of services to students related to career and curriculum advice.  Interventions are 

structured to start immediately a student begins an online application. First, they are referred 

to online career counselling. Then, beginning in 2016, when students initiate an application, 

they are prompted to engage with an interactive module called “Are you ready for ODL?”, 

comprising a video and an interactive session, to help them understand ODL and decide 

whether this modality suits them. Other developments which have been implemented 

include: 

 In the Science Foundation Programme (SFP), an online career development 

programme is available for students through myUnisa.  A career development 

programme tool, which students can engage with over their period of study, was 

launched in 2015. 

 The Student Relationship Manager (SRM) system, which provides a single interface 

for advising and deals with student enquiries, was implemented in 2015.  

 A referral system for students not qualifying to enrol at Unisa has also been 

developed and was to be implemented in 2016. 

Tutoring 

 

The University portrays a broad understanding of its students’ needs with respect to supports 

and acknowledges that these needs cannot easily be met for all students equally.  Students 

residing close to the major centres have better access to support than those living further out 

in the rural areas or smaller towns.  However, the University is putting in place interventions 

to improve support for all students, such as the Integrated Tutor Model. 

The Integrated Tutor Model combines the use of e-tutors and face-to-face (f2f) tutors.  The 

rollout of e-tutorials is a useful development for the University’s context.  It is noted that this 

process commenced in 2013 but it appears to have been improved since then. During the 

interview, it was explained that students in large courses are divided into groups of 40 per e-

tutor. The e-tutor can initiate an online conversation, and the tutor and students in the group 

participate in an asynchronous online chat via the LMS. However, for at-risk modules, face 

to face tutoring is also provided. During the interviews it was noted that the University has 

identified the need to appoint f2f tutors for modules at risk for more than one year to ensure 

some continuity in provision. Therefore, from 2015 the contracts have been given for three 

years. Although there are challenges with regard to the recruitment of suitably qualified e-

tutors, especially for some modules, the University considers the introduction of e-tutorials 
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as essential, not only to support students but also in helping academics to reflect on the 

pedagogies underpinning their teaching. The increase in student-student and student-

instructor engagement through the e-tutorials puts the student at the centre of teaching and 

learning in the context of an ODL environment. Whilst the e-tutorial programme is still in 

its infancy and, as it was noted during the interviews, has a few challenges, the potential for 

the programme to significantly improve student support is already clear. The College of 

Agriculture and Environmental Sciences (CAES) has provided a manual for e-tutor training, 

which could be shared across the institution. 

Life and academic skills development 

The University developed and implemented the Academic Literacies Diagnostic Test 

(ALDAT), which is used together with matric/NSC results to assess the academic 

preparedness of students and therefore assist the University in understanding the learning 

support that students require.  It was noted in the final report that ALDAT was piloted in 

2015 with the SFP students in the Western Cape region.  Its impact is being evaluated in 

2016. The University has proposed that, in view of previous studies, which found that generic 

interventions do not always address the needs of specific disciplines, once the evaluation of 

the ALDAT pilot is completed then aspects of it will be modified to meet the needs of 

individual colleges.  The University has given itself the period of 2016 to 2020 for targeting 

individual colleges. 

For students who are new to university and need support in developing a range of academic 

literacy skills, an online programme called AcaLit has been made available through myUnisa 

since 2015. 

Another notable improvement in this area is the increased focus, led by the Dean of Students, 

on life skills training for student governance and other organised student formations. The 

Department of Student Affairs has a number of training programmes aimed at developing 

skills in leadership, planning, project management and implementation skills. 

Counselling 

In terms of student counselling, the DCCD has implemented changes in the training of 

assistant student counsellors and peer helpers, which now can be done online. Assistant 

student counsellors, appointed on contract and supervised by the DCCD, have face-to-face 

training. They are able to help students with study skills, career guidance and some 

counselling by email and in person. 

A mental health education and referral programme for students is currently being planned, 

as the DCCD is dealing with an increasing number of students with mental health issues. 

This programme will, among other things, help staff recognise mental health concerns, and 

provide online resources for students and staff. 

Student performance monitoring and referral 
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A pertinent development in this area is the formation of the Student Success Forum (SSF) 

and the associated Student Success Unit (SSU). SSF provides an inclusive and participatory 

forum at University level for discussing student performance and monitoring of the 

implementation of the support framework. The formation of these structures signals the 

importance that the University attaches to this focus area. 

In collaboration with the Directorate: Institutional Research, the SSU is working on a project 

to develop a real-time student risk tracking system, which will produce comprehensive, 

discipline-specific student profiles that can be used to identify and provide specific 

interventions to address the needs of students at risk. The development process is iterative, 

and stakeholder testing was done in April and June 2015. The intention is to provide 

information in a dashboard format to users who are involved in referring and/or providing 

support for students at risk. It is also being used to model cohorts of students in order to 

predict what support would be likely to be needed. 

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER IMPROVEMENTS 

While the SSF and SSU play an important role at University level, the University might want 

to consider how academic staff (including tutors) might get more involved in promoting 

student success.  The academic staff could be empowered to become more aware of their 

students’ performance and to monitor activities at an early stage – for example, performance 

in tests and other assessment exercises and the extent to which students are participating (or 

not) in online activities.   

It was indicated in the interviews that the move to e-tutorials presents some challenges 

related to the availability of suitable tutors, as well as the fact that some tutors are not well 

informed about the institutional (ODL) context. A concern raised by a student in the 

interviews was that e-tutors sometimes take a week or more to respond to emails. To address 

the institutional context, the University could consider the training provided to tutors by the 

College of Agriculture and Environmental Sciences (CAES) and roll this out across the 

Institution, focusing on the areas where there is a gap in tutors’ understanding of the students’ 

context.  In addition, perhaps the following might be considered: 

 Designing e-activities moderated by the lecturer and tutor. 

 A buddy system on myUnisa to encourage cooperative learning and support in the 

online environment. 

The student tracking system is an important initiative, and the panel encourages the 

university to continue with its development. However, for it to be useful there needs to be 

someone in each school who has responsibility for accessing the system, monitoring student 

referrals and following up on the uptake of support and student progress. 

 

4. FOCUS AREA 3: ENHANCING THE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT 
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(Including teaching and learning spaces, ICT infrastructure and access, technology-

enabled tools and resources, library facilities) 

THE INSTITUTION’S STRENGTHS 

As an ODL mega-institution, UNISA is aware of the challenges it faces in providing a 

suitable learning environment for staff and students across the country. There is coordinated 

leadership of this focus area led by the Vice-Principal and senior directors responsible for 

facilities, ICT and the Library. There is a master plan on facilities, which is reviewed on an 

annual basis.   

The guiding documents for institutional activities are the strategic plan, Unisa 2015, and the 

2014 Institutional Operational Plan (IOP), which, among other things, provide a 

comprehensive framework for the enhancement of the learning environment across the 

University’s more than 90 learning centres. The University owns a building in each regional 

centre and leases other buildings. This provides flexibility – as student numbers fluctuate 

from one centre to another over time leased space in particular areas can be increased or 

decreased. 

In 2013, a document on teaching and learning spaces for the learning centres was finalised 

that indicated how learning spaces should be designed and equipped. In addition to owning 

its own buildings, UNISA also forms partnerships with other institutions and municipalities 

in order to provide students with access to suitable learning spaces. For instance, UNISA has 

partnerships with several higher education institutions and libraries in order for students to 

have access to tutorial classes.  

There are initiatives to improve access to computers and other ICT resources, particularly 

for students living in remote areas. The ICT broadband project on the provision of wireless 

connections across the institution and the discounted 3G contracts UNISA negotiated for 

students are notable initiatives. Moreover, myUnisa, the learning management system of the 

institution, provides an online platform for academic engagement between staff and students.  

As a sign of a caring institution, UNISA has ARCSWID office that facilitates access of 

students with disabilities to learning material and environments. There is also an initiative to 

establish centres of excellence for students with disabilities in the regional centres.      

Considerable resources are invested in the library service in order to support research, 

teaching and learning. The library has, and is developing further, a number of facilities. 

These include the Research Commons, a dedicated research space; branch and mobile library 

services; and the Radio Frequency Identification service, which is a self-help service.  

THE APPROACH TAKEN TO IMPROVEMENT 

The University’s approach to improvement has been to develop a comprehensive, research-

based and benchmarked campus master plan. Driven by the University Estates, this long-

term plan has been developed in collaboration with the different university stakeholders in 
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order to ensure that it addresses the various functional needs; it is reviewed annually. 

Through the master plan, UNISA is able to take a systematic approach towards the 

development of physical and technological infrastructure of the university. Regional offices 

are renovated one at a time, to modernize and/or create additional space as needed. In 2015, 

the University conducted a building conditions survey of all of its facilities in order to 

ascertain what maintenance and renovations are needed for each building, which then formed 

part of the updated master plan. Unstable electricity supply has also necessitated the 

provision of backup power at the larger sites. In the longer term, the intention is to increase 

energy efficiency and make use of alternative sources of energy. 

IMPROVEMENTS UNDERTAKEN AND PROGRESS MADE 

Teaching and learning spaces 

Although the University is an ODL institution, there a huge demand from its students for 

face-to face interactions and a desire to be physically present at the institution. 

Approximately 35% of the students can be thought of as “full-time”, and many of them want 

to come to a learning centre daily, which is a big change from the situation in the past. 

The University operates regional centres in each of the provinces across the country, as well 

as numerous smaller learning centres.  Some of these centres are thousands of kilometres 

away from the main centre in Pretoria.  It is inevitable that there will be a disparity in the 

learning centres with respect to facilities, as some centres are in urban areas and some in the 

rural areas. However, UNISA is mindful that many of its students come from disadvantaged 

backgrounds, and does not want to further disadvantage them through providing poor quality 

facilities. 

UNISA has endeavoured to provide tutorial space in the regional centres, where tutorial 

support is provided by either tutors or lecturers.  During the interviews, it was noted that 

some of these tutorial spaces are equipped with video conferencing facilities, which allow 

for recording sessions and conversion to podcasts.  

In view of the fact that an enormous number of facilities are needed for such a big operation, 

the University has agreements to share spaces and facilities with other public institutions, 

including municipally owned halls and libraries. In the Eastern Cape, a collaborative grant 

from DHET is enabling UNISA to work with Walter Sisulu University and Fort Hare 

University to build a library in East London. An interesting collaboration, which is being 

explored, is the sharing of facilities with FET Colleges (TVETs?). A creative approach to 

facilities sharing and cost reduction is evident in the Western Cape, where UNISA uses 

facilities at CPUT and Northern College after hours and on Saturdays.  

During the interviews, students expressed concerns that some of the leased spaces are not 

conducive for studying and urged the University to buy more properties. In response, the 

panel heard that a new Vice Principal has requested figures on how much the University 

spends on learning centres and that a feasibility study be conducted to identify the optimal 
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balance between owned and leased spaces. Consideration is being given to buying or 

building new buildings in large centres, particularly Durban and Johannesburg, while 

financial considerations dictate that leasing needs to continue in small towns. 

A big issue for the University going forward is how much physical infrastructure will be 

needed as it moves towards more and more online learning. Overcapitalisation could be a 

risk. 

ICT infrastructure and access (including technology-enabled tools and resources) 

The University has made a concerted effort to enhance the Virtual Learning Environment 

(VLE).  The ICT platform for ODL is a coordinated tool for all the virtual teaching and 

learning spaces across the University.   

However, the University acknowledges the challenges associated with a system that needs 

to operate such a large database, as well as the training that academic staff needs to get in 

order to effectively provide virtual learning for the students. Students, too, need training in 

using online resources, as many have never used a computer before. 

All modules now have a presence on the University’s LMS, myUnisa, where students can 

download study material, submit assignments and interact with each other and with e-tutors. 

Each student is required to complete at least one “signature” course, which is fully online. 

This presents challenges for students who do not have their own devices and internet 

connections, but the University is trying to address this through the facilities it provides at 

its many learning centres. The LMS is based on Sakai, which is open source and was not 

designed to be used on the scale that UNISA requires, so there are a number of technical 

challenges that the University has to try to solve by developing its own support tools. On the 

other hand, it offers stability. There are some problems with downtime, but, it seems, this is 

not due to Sakai but to other aspects of the ICT network. Consideration is being given to 

separating the LMS off from other ICT functions in the University. 

It is worth mentioning that UNISA has an arrangement with Correctional Services that 

allows incarcerated students to also get access to myUnisa. 

Given the University’s context, the provision of ICT is crucial and it appears that much effort 

has gone into improving the services.  In the final report, it was indicated that the major 

development of the platform for ODL was to be completed by December 2015. Other 

positive developments to enhance access include: 

 Plans for solar panels at regional centres so that disruption to connection is limited. 

 Use of computer hubs, including facilities available at community centres. 

 The provision of tablets to the Teaching Practice Office tutors. 

 Negotiated provision of computer devices at reduced costs to students through 

PURCO, although students indicated that they are still too expensive. 
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 Negotiated provision of data bundles at reduced cost for student use.  However, there 

are challenges in that the agreement with the service provider did not take into 

account future changes in the cost of data.    

Library facilities 

There has been an increase in the regional libraries’ collection of books and their hours have 

been extended. The libraries are equipped with computers for students’ use and training and 

provide study spaces.  Further, the University has entered into agreements with municipal 

and community centres and public and community libraries for the utilisation of their 

facilities as multipurpose centres, which include computers and library facilities. The 

University also has an agreement with all of the other public universities that allows UNISA 

students to go to their libraries.  

A challenge for UNISA is getting books physically to students who request them. In the past, 

books would be posted to students, but that service was disrupted by the Post Office strike, 

resulting in the use of expensive couriers. An important innovation in the last year has been 

the development of a Library App that enables students to use their cell phones to renew and 

request books and to find the location of the nearest branch library. Students can even find 

out if a book they see in a bookstore is in the library by scanning its barcode; if it is not, they 

can recommend it to the library. It was indicated during the interviews that this has increased 

the availability of library services to students.  These facilities are also available on the 

website and therefore students are able to access the library in multiple ways. The library 

also makes available online Lib Guides, currently 114 of them, which are online tutorials on 

different subject areas and services available, developed in consultation with academics. 

The University has explored the provision of e-books, in collaboration with academics; 

resources are made available through the University portal, myUnisa. 

Unisa continues to use mobile libraries, currently operating two and with a view to acquiring 

another five to expand this important service to get the library to where the students are. 

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER IMPROVEMENT  

The University understands that access to computers and devices is vital for their students to 

study and it is clear that efforts are being made to improve provision. Perhaps the university 

could consider engaging with other universities in order to negotiate prices with the industry 

as a sector. The University has negotiated the purchase of devices at relatively low prices as 

well as the provision of data bundles.  However, working on its own Unisa is unlikely to 

achieve a reasonable discount.  The higher education sector as a whole could try to identify 

what students need and negotiate collectively.  It might, for example, request that one of the 

manufacturers produce a low-cost purpose built laptop, as Apple did in the 1990s for the 

school market. 
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It is the view of this panel that, in line with the spirit of collaboration currently prevailing in 

the institution, the research and planning related to this focus area should solicit input from 

students into their needs and ensure that that input is taken into consideration.  

 

5. FOCUS AREA 4: ENHANCING COURSE AND PROGRAMME 

ENROLMENT 

(Including admissions, selection, placement, readmission refusal, pass rates in gateway 

courses3, throughput rates, management information systems) 

THE INSTITUTION’S STRENGTHS 

Historically, the University did not have an enrolment plan and admitted all students that 

met the admissions criteria for the qualification. This resulted in uncontrolled growth, which 

overwhelmed the university’s resources. The University acknowledged that this has had a 

negative impact on the support provided to students. In response, Council decided in 2013 

that there was need to curtail growth through an enrolment plan, supported by 

implementation of a comprehensive admissions policy. This also required strict application 

of progression rules. 

The Directorate of Information Analysis (DIA) produces reports in relation to students’ 

success, throughput analysis, and modules considered at risk, which were defined as modules 

with more than 1500 students and with a success rate of less than 50%. The DIA can also 

produce reports based on specific requirements as requested by different units or departments 

in the institution. This allows the institution to have a way of measuring the impact of policies 

such as the Admissions Policy.  

In addition, UNISA has a powerful and flexible information management system, which is 

capable of allowing users to generate reports according to their needs. These include the 

Structured Query Language reports that are particularly important for student counselling 

and academic advising. The Learning Management System (myUnisa) also allows academic 

staff to access information on assessments.  

THE APPROACH TAKEN TO IMPROVEMENT 

To enhance course and programme enrolment management, the University developed a 

comprehensive enrolment plan, which includes college-specific enrolment plans and 

selection criteria and targets for every qualification. 

                                                 
3 “Gateway courses” are those courses that have a large impact on students’ ability to progress.  Typically they 

are prerequisites for other courses, and often they have large enrolments.  At many universities, examples of 

gateway courses are first year Mathematics and Economics.  In some cases, if students fail a gateway course they 

automatically have to extend their studies by one or two semesters. 
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The ICT system has also been upgraded to cover all phases of the student walk, from the 

point of application to graduation. Research has been done in using tracking data to 

understand student performance better and to track student progress. 

IMPROVEMENTS UNDERTAKEN AND PROGRESS MADE 

Admissions, selection, placement 

The 2014 institutional report indicated that the decision to adopt an enrolment plan was made 

because of the unbridled growth in student numbers and the need to consider the impact this 

had on facilities and academic support provided. It came at the behest of the DHET and the 

Council. In addition to the enrolment plan, a new student ICT application system (SITS) was 

obtained specifically to handle online applications and enrolment, and to monitor alignment 

between admissions and enrolment targets. 

From 2013, new students have been subjected to strict progression rules that require them to 

complete a minimum number of modules per year in order to continue. Students who 

registered prior to 2013 were given a grace period to meet the minimum number of modules 

in order to progress. The new progression rules will give students double the regulation time 

to complete a qualification – six years for a 3-year qualification and eight years for a 4-year 

qualification. 

The benefits of enrolment planning and progression rules are starting to become visible in 

enabling the University to plan more effectively for resource allocation and also in terms of 

student progression. Requiring students to pass a minimum number of credits per year is 

increasing the throughput rate; moving students who are not interested or able to succeed out 

of the institution is releasing resources. 

One of the challenges for enrolment planning at UNISA is that there are students who come 

to UNISA with the intention of transferring to another institution, or to complete a course or 

two that are outstanding from another institution and then go back. At present, the University 

is using historical data to try to estimate the number of such students. 

The University is working on harmonising and simplifying admissions criteria across 

programmes and across colleges, where possible, and removing anomalous requirements for 

individual modules.  It is also removing requirements for students to redo third year modules 

from other universities in order to gain entry into Honours programmes.  

However, there are challenges that need to be overcome, particularly to do with automating 

the application through to registration processes. The University has a new ICT student 

system, SITS from the United Kingdom, that will, when fully operational, record all aspects 

of the student walk from application to graduation. 

Unlike other universities in South Africa, as an Open Distance University, the whole area of 

having to carefully control admissions numbers is new to UNISA, and it will take time before 

its systems are running efficiently. During admissions this year, the system collapsed. One 
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of the SRC members indicated that the system had not been properly tested before being 

implemented. The main challenge is that UNISA never had separate application and 

registration processes, as admission was open, so it has to learn to run two separate processes 

with huge numbers of students. It has not yet got to the point where it automatically enters 

the marks for students who have just completed Grade 12 as soon as they are released in 

order to let them know quickly whether or not they meet the requirements for their chosen 

programme.  

There are plans to implement the new registration system, but to do it more slowly, building 

interfaces with the University’s legacy system.  

2016 is the first year in which the university could begin to plan on the basis of a known 

student body. Going forward this will be of enormous benefit to the institution. 

Pass rates in gateway courses 

Previously the institution defined “high-risk” courses as those courses with an enrolment in 

excess of 1500 student and a pass rate of below 50%.  The definition has been changed and 

the criteria broadened and made college specific to allow, for example, for smaller courses 

with low pass rates or pass rates that may not be that low but block progression for a 

significant number of students. In each college, reports are received after every examination 

period and modules are ranked using the college’s criteria according to the degree of risk. 

Colleges then create improvement plans, which may include, for example, face-to-face 

tutorials, to increase success rates in these modules. Data provided in the final report show 

that these interventions are having a positive effect.  

Throughput rates 

The University indicated that routine cohort analysis is conducted to determine success in 

academic offerings.  From the interviews, it was clear that this is a university-wide project, 

which is done routinely. In addition, the University indicated that more f2f support is 

increasingly provided to students to improve throughput.  

Since 2007, academic offerings have been designed as semester modules (rather than 

yearlong modules) to allow students to commit for a shorter time, which may enhance 

success. 

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER IMPROVEMENT 

The adoption of the enrolment plan is an important step and the University could explore 

how enrolment planning could be drilled down to programme level.  This is the level at 

which academics are involved and it will probably assist in enhancing the support provided 

to students, at faculty, discipline and course/module levels. 

The University is still finding its feet in managing separate application and 

admissions/registrations systems. While the student numbers at UNISA far exceed those at 
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any other South African university, nonetheless the University may benefit from speaking to 

some of the other large universities that draw students from many parts of the country about 

how they conduct these processes, especially TUT and UJ, which also accommodate many 

students from rural communities. One thing that would be straightforward to implement is 

to get the NSC marks from the Department of Basic Education electronically as soon as they 

are available (and prior to public release) to be able to notify students quickly about whether 

or not they have met the admissions criteria, as is done by most South African universities. 

While a minimum number of credits must now be earned per year, the University has 

indicated that there are many students (about 25% of the total enrolment) who join the 

University straight from grade 12.  The University could explore including in the exclusion 

policy ways to deal with these students studying on a full-time basis.  It is also not clear 

whether the exclusion policy includes an appeal process, which should involve a 

consideration of the students’ circumstances.  This is probably where monitoring and support 

could be used to identify ‘at-risk’ students and put them on academic probation along with 

providing support to help them avoid possible exclusion. 

In addition, some form of on-line curriculum advising would be useful to help students 

register for a manageable load and a sensible subject combination. For returning students, it 

would be useful to have a mechanism to track student performance and use that as a basis 

for recommending a higher or lower credit load when they register. 

UNISA has a clear process for cohort analysis after each exam period, however, embedding 

monitoring and support into colleges would provide the colleges with an improved idea of 

the performance in programmes.  Therefore, the University might consider a disaggregated 

analysis that considers each programme and the modules/courses feeding these programmes.  

This approach may well provide a clearer idea of where students struggle and, therefore, the 

modules/courses where more support should be channelled.  It would also be useful to reflect 

on the cohort analysis – what information do these analyses provide in terms of student 

experience and success, therefore what interventions are needed and where. 

 

6. SUMMARY  

The panel wishes to congratulate the University of South Africa for the impressive initiatives 

that have been developed and implemented to enhance teaching and learning. What is 

especially commendable is the inclusive and collaborative approach that the University has 

taken towards quality enhancement in promoting student success, especially given the scale 

and nature of its operations. This is something the sector could certainly learn from.  

Structures and policies have been developed that facilitate the sharing of good practice and 

coordinated identification and addressing of challenges related to student success, such as 

the Senate Teaching and Learning Committee, the Student Success Forum and the 

institutional Conceptual Framework for Student Success. Strong leadership from the Vice-

Principal Teaching and Learning has been very important in maintaining focus, momentum 
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and buy-in from role players across the institution in relation to enhancing teaching and 

learning and student success. 

In addition to collaboration, the institution emphasises the importance of research and 

benchmarking in developing effective programmes for quality enhancement. This was 

underscored in the two institutional reports and during the interviews. 

Many good initiatives related to the four focus areas were already in place or under 

development prior to the QEP, but in the final report it was noted that the QEP helped to 

increase “the discourse on teaching and learning within an institution.” In the interviews, 

participants indicated that the QEP served to bring people together in the institution across 

institutional structures to reflect on what they were doing and could do better. In the process, 

they realised that they were doing many more good things than perhaps everyone realised. 

The panel concurs, and encourages the University to be less modest about its achievements 

and good practices. There is much that the sector could learn from UNISA.  

One aspect that emerged during the interviews as needing greater attention is mechanisms 

for strengthening the student voice – getting input from students on their needs and 

preferences, feedback and responses to initiatives, both proposed and implemented, and 

developing mechanisms for them to be more involved in working with the institution to 

promote their success.  

Below are specific comments related to each focus areas: 

Focus Area 1: Enhancing Academics as Teachers  

Over the years, Unisa has had a deliberate focus on the enhancement of academics as 

teachers. This focus was embedded in the 2013 – 2015 Strategic Plan, which called for the 

continuous enhancement of academics as teachers in an ODL environment. The panel noted 

that the strategic plan and the subsequent structures and mechanisms set up emerged through 

collaborative planning. The strength of this collaborative planning is also evident in the 

university’s comprehensive Academic Plan, which integrates the core business areas of the 

university to enhance teaching and learning. Structures such as the Senate Teaching and 

Learning Committee and the Vice-Principal for Teaching and Learning have been 

instrumental in providing exemplary leadership and coordination in operationalising this 

goal. Moreover, the DCLD, CPD and the DHRD have a number of programmes, such as the 

curriculum development guidance through education consultants; training for academics in 

virtual learning environments and funding for staff development. The role of colleges in this 

focus area is also very clearly demonstrated by the various projects that they have initiated.  

In addition, Unisa continues to enhance its policy framework in order to synergise quality 

enhancement on teaching and learning. Anchored in the IPMS, the university has in place 

policies such as the Framework for Academic Workload Allocation, the Framework for 

Professional Development, Performance Bonus Policy and the Policy on Awards for 

Excellence in Teaching and Learning. The recent development of a Continuous Professional 
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Development framework, which requires all academics to engage in professional 

development within a two-year cycle, is exemplary and the first of its kind in South Africa. 

The panel would like to suggest that the institution considers the extent to which, as part of 

training, student success data is accessed and used by academic staff in order to gauge the 

impact of their teaching. This could include an analysis of the performance of students in 

requisite modules in order to understand the quality of teaching in the prerequisite modules.  

The panel also suggests that UNISA consider how to support young academics and their 

development as teachers in an ODL environment across the institution by, for example, 

requiring them to do some form of short course or qualification in ODL teaching, providing 

them with mentors and giving them a lighter load initially to allow time for development. 

Focus Area 2: Enhancing Student Support and Development  

Goal 1 of the 2013-2015 Strategic Plan, which provides for an integrated student support 

model, is evidence of the University’s commitment to enhancing student support and 

development. Such a commitment is further demonstrated by the conceptualisation of the 

Student Walk, which provides a holistic view of the different phases of the student journey. 

The panel was impressed by this conceptualisation of student support and development. In 

line with this, the University has a number of programmes, such as the development of a 

model for course and career counselling for online and face-to-face student counselling. 

Despite the challenges of its size, the University manages to have various support 

mechanisms in each of the regions. For instance, there are student advisors and e-tutors. ICT 

infrastructure is also available for students in smaller and more remote centres to engage 

with student advisors in the main centres. The role of the DCCD in coordinating many of 

these programs is very important. 

Another innovation that the panel wishes to commend the University on is the Student 

Success Forum (SSF), which was created following the Senate approval of the Conceptual 

Framework for Student Success. The SSF aims to ensure that student enhancement 

programmes of the university are properly integrated and coordinated. This enables the 

institution to keep a pulse on issues affecting students. The creation of the Student Success 

Unit as the implementing body of the SSF is also noteworthy. 

The dashboard that is being developed to monitor student performance is a very good 

initiative. To be effective, however, in promoting student success it will be important to 

ensure that there are dedicated staff in place who use the tool, intervene when students are 

at risk, and monitor student uptake of support and progress. 

Focus Area 3: Enhancing the Learning Environment 

Enhancing the learning environment is a daunting challenge for many institutions. It is 

particularly challenging for Unisa due to its enormous student numbers, multiple sites across 

the country and its ODL environment. Despite this, the commitment and the work of the 
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University in this focus area is remarkable. This is demonstrated by the development of the 

Institutional Development Plan, which, together with the Unisa 2015 Strategic Plan, 

provides a comprehensive policy framework for the enhancement of the learning 

environment. This includes initiatives to improve access to ICT resources, especially 

computers and the internet. The more than 90 learning centres provide learning facilities to 

thousands of students all over the country. UNISA has adopted a range of strategies to 

providing these facilities, including, buying, building, leasing and sharing.  

Unisa’s learning management system, myUnisa, has been developed to be a robust online 

platform for teaching and learning. UNISA has for many years taken a team approach to 

developing materials, but in the case of online materials academics work in collaboration 

with instructional designers to produce materials that are appropriate for the medium. This 

is a model that could be shared with the sector, especially as most other universities are just 

beginning to develop online materials. 

The University is moving towards increased online provision of learning materials and some 

modules are offered completely online. While this increases accessibility to students with 

internet access and data, it reduces access for those students who do not have them. The 

learning centres are a help, but even then, some students cannot easily get to learning centres 

at the right times or for long enough. There is a need to think of innovative ways to increase 

student access to affordable devices and data. The institution could consider a suggestion 

raised by the students during the interviews to renegotiate the computer and data deals with 

the service providers, in order to ensure competitive market-related discounts and benchmark 

with other institutions. There may even be a possibility of approaching one of the large 

computer manufacturers about producing low-cost, purpose built laptops, as Apple did in the 

1990s for the school market. 

The University has put considerable resources into improving the library services in order to 

support teaching and learning in the broadest sense. For instance, in order to expand access, 

the University has entered into agreements with municipal and community libraries to allow 

Unisa students to utilise their facilities; has a mobile library service for students in remote 

areas; and has developed a library app, which allows students to order books from the library. 

There are other agreements that the University has entered into with other institutions to 

enable Unisa students to have access to tutorial spaces.   

The panel commends Unisa for establishing an office that is dedicated to facilitating access 

of students with disabilities to learning materials, as well as regional centres.  

Focus Area 4: Enhancing Course and Programme Enrolment  

Making the transition from being an open enrolment institution to having an enrolment plan 

and enforced admissions criteria is a challenging process, but one that will benefit the 

institution and its students in terms of planning and provision of appropriate support. This 

process has been supported by a stricter enforcement of the progression rules and enforcing 
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minimum credit loads to encourage completion, which appears to have had a positive effect 

on students’ attitude towards completion. 

As part of instituting applications as a separate process from registration, the University 

purchased an online system, SITS, which will help with early identification and provision of 

relevant interventions for students. The system, when fully functional, will allow for the 

tracking of student progress from registration to graduation. The first time it was used, 

however, there were major problems. The University may find value in communicating with 

some of large contact universities that have been running separate application and 

registration processes online for several years. It should also arrange to get the NSC results 

electronically from the Department of Basic Education as soon as they are available, as is 

done at most universities in South Africa. 

With regard to gateway courses, the University broadened its definition of ‘at-risk’ courses 

to allow for different criteria across the colleges. The data presented in the 2015 institutional 

report shows increased pass rates in the gateway modules, presumably as a result of the 

implementation of improvement plans by colleges. The University may wish to consider the 

performance of these modules within the context of performance in a whole programme and 

identify the extent to which these courses/modules may act as barriers to 

progress/graduation. 

The panel wishes to suggest that the institution considers an appeals process in the academic 

exclusion policy. It was not clear to the panel if such a process exists and how it works, if it 

exists. An appeals process would allow the institution to consider factors contributing 

towards students’ performance when designing interventions.  

Concluding comments 

UNISA plays a very important role in South African by providing access to higher education 

to roughly one third of all higher education students. Building on its long experience with 

distance education, it is transforming itself into a modern ODL institution. However, the 

socio-economic circumstances and geographical location and facilities of many of its 

students require it to be flexible and innovative in how it implements its programmes and 

the extensive support it provides for students. The collaborative approach that it takes on 

many levels, from curriculum design to planning to sharing facilities in rural areas, is a 

strength and an example to the sector. The panel wishes UNISA well in its challenging and 

important task. 
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APPENDIX: Programme  

 

 Panel member Designation 

Senior management 

(08H00 – 09H00) 

Prof EO Mashile Acting Vice Principal 

(Teaching, Learning, 

Community Engagement, 

Student Support) 

(Deputy) Executive Deans: 

Prof B Van Heerden 

College Management 

Prof PH Havenga Executive Director: Academic 

Planning 

Ms L Griesel Acting Vice Principal: 

Institutional Development 

Ms A Mkuzangwe Director: DPAR 

FOCUS AREA 1 

Key role players involved 

with Focus Area 1[1] 

(09H10 – 10H30) 

Prof G Moche Executive Dean: CSET and 

coordinator of focus area 1 

Prof MC Matoane and/or 

representative 
Director: DISS on Professional 

Development 

Prof PH Havenga  Executive Director: Academic 

Planning on Workload 

Prof M Linington and/or 

representative 
Executive Dean: CAES on 

appointment criteria 

Prof AG Oosthuizen and/or 

representative 
Tuition Manager: CEMS on 

T&L Awards 

Dr S Zulu and/or representative Executive Director: Human 

Resources on conditions of 

service 

Prof Kriel (CLAW) College Management 

Mr Madumetja Mabusela 

Mr Moleseng Malepe 

SRC 

Tea Break 

FOCUS AREA 2 

                                                 
[1] Executive Deans and Deputy Executive Deans not listed per focus area are welcome to attend any of the 

scheduled sessions. 
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Key role players involved 
with Focus Area 2 

(11H00 – 12H20) 

Prof EO Mashile coordinator of focus area 2 

Dr MJ Mashiapata  Director: DCCD on counselling 

and career advising 

Prof M Temane and/or 

representative 
Deputy Registrar on student 

advising 

Prof Lenka-Bula and/or 

representative 
Dean of students on life skills 

development 

Ms M Masalesa Director (Regional Services) on 

student development and 

support in regions 

Dr A Fynn Acting Deputy Director (DCCD) 

on academic literacies 

Mr G Barnes and/or 

representative 

 

Director: IA on student 

performance, monitoring and 

referral 

Prof Kriel (CLAW) College Management 

Mr Madumetja Mabusela 

Mr Moleseng Malepe 

SRC 

FOCUS AREA 3 

Key role players involved 
with Focus Area 3 

(13H30 – 14H50) 

Prof EO Mashile coordinator of focus area 3 

Mr I Mogomotsi/Mr M Willemse Executive Director (University 

Estates) on campus master 

plan and resourcing 

Ms M Masalesa T&L spaces in regions 

Dr L Steyn  Head (Academy) on technology 

enabled tools 

Mr T Yeni and/or representative Acting Executive Director (ICT) 

on ICT 

Dr J Henning Acting Executive Director 

(Library) 

Ms M Ehrenbeck (CLAW) College Management 

Mr Madumetja Mabusela 

Mr Moleseng Malepe 

SRC 

FOCUS AREA 4 
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Key role players involved 
with Focus Area 4 

(15H00 – 16H00) 

Prof G Moche Executive Dean: CSET and 

coordinator of focus area 1 

Ms L Griesel / Prof Havenga or 

representative(s) 
On enrolment planning and 

management 

Prof Temane and/or 
representative 

 

On admissions, placement, 

readmission 

Mr G Barnes and/or 

representative 
On pass rates in gateway 

courses, throughput and MIS 

Prof Masiloane (CLAW) 

Prof Sibanda (CLAW) 

College management 

Mr Madumetja Mabusela 

Mr Moleseng Malepe 

SRC 

SENIOR MANAGEMENT 

Senior management 

(16H15 – 16H45) 

Prof EO Mashile Acting Vice Principal 

(Teaching, Learning, 

Community Engagement, 

Student Support) 

(Deputy) Executive Deans: 

Prof B Van Heerden 

College Management 

Prof PH Havenga Executive Director: Academic 

Planning 

Ms L Griesel Acting Vice Principal: 

Institutional Development 

Ms A Mkuzangwe Director: DPAR 

 


