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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 Venda (UniVen) is located in a remote rural setting and draws its student 

body largely from the surrounding areas. This means that its students are nearly all Venda 

and in most cases from similar social economic (rural, historically disadvantaged) and 

educational backgrounds (under-resourced).  Due to its location, it is difficult for the 

University to attract and retain staff.  UniVen also often loses its best prospective students 

to other universities as these represent a way out of poor rural conditions and the prospect of 

employment opportunities in urban environments.  In UniVen’s own words, “In short, the 

University of Venda accepts that is not the institution of first choice for either students or 

academics”, although this is starting to change in certain fields. For example, the School of 

Law recently received 2000 applications for its LLB programme. Nonetheless, UniVen has 

highly dedicated and hard-working staff, and students who are committed and eager to learn. 

The setting of the University is peaceful, safe and spacious, free from many of the social 

problems of large urban centres (e.g. crime, drugs) and the problems faced by poor students 

in colder parts of the country (finding warm clothes, shelter from the cold) as the climate is 

mild year round. 

UniVen is a relatively young university, and has grown enormously, from approximately 

5000 students when it started in 1983 to close to 14 000 students in 2015.  The university is 

organised into eight schools, each headed by a Dean. Staffing has not grown at a comparable 

rate and neither has infrastructure, particularly in terms of venues suitable for large class 

teaching, which is increasingly becoming the norm. The university has a very high student 

to staff ratio and, in common with other Historically Disadvantaged Institutions, is generally 

under-resourced in terms of both physical teaching infrastructure and other facilities. It has, 

however, recently invested in new buildings and ICT, improved the library and provision of 

other student learning spaces, and taken the first moves towards e-learning and being a 

technologically “smart campus”.  

When the higher education landscape was reconfigured in 2004 UniVen was declared a 

comprehensive institution. However, unlike some of the other comprehensives that were 

formed from the merger of a traditional university and a former technikon that had 

experience of workplace-oriented diplomas, UniVen had no experience with such diploma 

programmes and therefore faces challenges in introducing them, including developing the 

staff capacity and expertise to design and offer work-integrated learning components. 

There is evidence of high levels of institutional responsiveness to policy imperatives and 

quality recommendations for systemic improvements. Following on comments from the 

HEQC institutional audit that the university lacks “operational integration”, attention has 

been focused on how the university is organised to deliver its various functions, resulting in 

changes such as the establishment of CHETL (Centre for Higher Education Teaching and 

Learning).  The establishment of the CHETL directorate to bring focus and coherence to 

student and staff academic development is a major development. While still working through 

some initial challenges, the centre comprises focused units (Academic Development Unit, 



 

Report: University of Venda  6 

Disability Unit and Student Counselling and Career Development Unit), which will enable 

both specialisation and coherence in addressing student and staff needs. 

The University of Venda regards itself as a leader in the provision of specialised teaching 

and learning support for students with disabilities, especially blind or partially sighted 

students, given the relatively large incidence of regional albinism that affects students. A 

small, specialised unit in CHETL provides learning support to these students and training in 

specialised teaching methodology to their lecturers. 

There is a conscious decision taken to balance its focus across teaching and research, and 

moves are being made towards including stronger indications of teaching competency in 

promotions criteria (although this remains contested).   

While the majority of areas covered in the four QEP focus areas were already addressed in 

the University’s 2012-2016 Strategic Plan, and, in many cases TDG funding obtained for 

associated projects, the final institutional report stated that, “The QEP substantially informed 

the core strategic objective of Quality Teaching and Learning in UniVen’s new (2016-2020) 

strategic plan”. 

In general, quality improvements appear to have been introduced systematically and in 

support of the university’s strategic plan.  Management indicated that one of the benefits of 

the QEP was a changed management approach. Performance management has been 

introduced, which includes a focus on both teaching and learning, and research.  Specific 

targets are set at various levels across the university, which are drawn from both the strategic 

and operational plans. They further suggested that the university has been drawn together 

across its various functions and that the result is a “more serious regard for the academic 

project”. 

The university has already achieved recognition based on these efforts; it has moved up the 

local university rankings from near the bottom to around the middle of the sector, which is a 

great accomplishment for UniVen, given its challenges and resource constraints. There is a 

stated intention to continue with a more focused and operationally coherent approach to 

management, with performance management and goal setting at all levels contributing to 

driving improvements.  

Challenges, particularly related to resources, remain. These include the finances needed to 

increase the academic staff complement and to attract high quality academics to fill 

additional posts, recruitment of high potential students, and moving towards fulfilling their 

role as a comprehensive university by offering regionally appropriate, sought after, quality 

diplomas. In addition, the physical infrastructure of campus needs continued enhancement 

and the full rollout of e-learning and a smart-campus needs to be addressed. 

From the beginning, the institution approached the QEP in a strategic manner, establishing 

task teams in 2014 with the requisite expertise and with responsibility for leading dimensions 

of the particular focus areas, each headed by a dean. These teams included both academic 
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leadership (DVC Academic and Deans of Schools) and Directors and Heads of support 

directorates/centres, such as Institutional Planning and Quality Assurance, and the Centre 

for Higher Education Teaching and Learning. A workshop was held early in the process to 

make decisions on what data should be collected to fulfil the baseline reporting requirements, 

and how this should be accomplished, and then task teams continued their work 

independently.  

The University acknowledged that getting student participation in the QEP was a challenge, 

which included, unfortunately a lack of student participation in the interviews during the 

panel visit. Challenges were also experienced in preparing the final report, partially because 

the Director of CHETL had left and not yet been replaced, so the report was based mostly 

on document analysis. 

 
 

2. FOCUS AREA 1: ENHANCING ACADEMICS AS TEACHERS  

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

service and performance appraisal) 

 
THE INSTITUTION’S STRENGTHS 

The 2010 HEQC recommendation to consider improving the entire teaching and learning 

value chain, especially with regard to assessment practices (formative and summative 

evaluation), afforded clear direction and remains a work in progress.  

In its baseline report in 2014 UniVen reported that the focus area on “Enhancing academics 

as teachers” related broadly to Strategic Objective 2, Quality teaching and learning, and 

specifically to two formulated KPAs for implementation. These were KPA 1, the capacity 

development of academic staff, and KPA 3, academic support for students and staff. 

Subsequently, the strategic approach was translated into a functional and operational 

approach, since leadership had already been tasked to execute functions related to the focus 

areas in their daily responsibilities. 

Given UniVen’s context of largely underprepared first-time entering students, inadequate 

teaching infrastructure and an unsatisfactory staff to student ratio, the establishment of the 

Centre for Higher Education, Teaching and Learning (CHETL) in 2010 was considered to 

be a watershed event for the institution. The creation of this new unit was achieved through 

the realignment and consolidation of former structures. The recruitment and retention of 

specialised curriculum designers and academic development practitioners for effective 

implementation of professional development for staff and academic support for students is 

proving to be a challenge, although some progress was reported. More information on 

CHETL is provided under focus area 2. 

An early example of a successful activity is the staff induction programme for new 

academics. A summative evaluation revealed that the programme has been found to be 
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beneficial by the participants. A reflection session with new academics is conducted six 

months later, and comprehensive induction reports are prepared for the staff development 

committee. 

A workshop series on teaching and learning, including assessment, curriculum development 

and teaching and learning strategies, was attended by a total of 315 academics in 2013 alone, 

including most of the newly inducted academic staff.  

THE APPROACH TAKEN TO IMPROVEMENT 

Improvements appear to be driven largely by the University’s Strategic Plan. CHETL is a 

central role player in this area, although its efforts are constrained by the high staff turnover 

due to lack of career progression opportunities. 

IMPROVEMENTS UNDERTAKEN AND PROGRESS MADE 

Professional development 

The University has a compulsory 5-day induction programme for new academics, two days 

of which are an introduction to teaching and learning, with a follow up discussion six months 

later. Academics are encouraged to enrol for fully university sponsored PGDip in Higher 

Education qualifications at one of several institutions – Rhodes, Stellenbosch, UCT and 

UKZN. Forty-two academics completed the diploma in the past two years. In addition, five 

academics completed the PGDip in Health Professional Education at UCT in this period. 

However, not all academics who enrol for the PGDip complete it, citing heavy workloads as 

the reason. It would be worth exploring ways to obviate this problem, such as ensuring 

assignment dates allow time for academics to complete them during non-teaching periods. 

The University has plans to develop its own PGDip in the future. Monitoring the impacts of 

the PGDip on the practices of those who completed it externally will be essential to 

developing the in-house programme.  

CHETL offered three Short Learning Programmes (SLPs) to academics in 2015: Assessment 

and Moderation, Curriculum Development and Teaching for Learning in Higher Education. 

A different approach to professional development workshops, using funds from the TDG, 

has recently been implemented to address the reported concern that not all academics benefit 

from the generic workshops. Schools have been requested to identify external disciplinary 

experts to facilitate more focussed and disciplinary-based workshops on teaching and 

learning. This is an excellent shift and resonates with contemporary debates for more 

contextualised teaching and building discipline-based teaching and assessment knowledge 

and practice.  

An interesting innovation has been the offering of “targeted academic support and training” 

by CHETL through an off-campus workshop to all academics involved in offering the new 

(since 2014) BCom (Accounting) degree in order to meet SAICA’s strict accreditation 
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requirements. The resulting pass rates in first and second year courses in the first two years 

of the programme, presented in the University’s final QEP report, are impressive, with most 

pass rates between 70% and 95%. The progression rate at the end of first year was 79% and 

at the end of second year was 69%. This is an approach that would be valuable to share with 

the sector. 

The recent appointment of a career-focused education practitioner to guide the task team for 

introducing career focused education has already reaped benefits. The pilots, conducted 

primarily in the School of Law, the School of Agriculture and the School of Environmental 

Sciences with regard to their career focused diploma programmes, can be easily replicated. 

This speaks directly to the “reimagining” of the PQM and resonates with local and 

internationally reported best practices.  

In some faculties, junior staff are mentored by senior staff, but this does not seem to be a 

universal practice in the institution. 

Teaching assistants (TAs) 

A pilot programme “to develop the next generation of academics’’ involves appointing 30 

teaching assistants to be mentored by senior academics in all schools for a period of three 

years until 2017. Postgraduate students undertaking either PhDs or Masters on a fulltime 

basis are being used to provide assistance to academic staff for the teaching of large classes 

where there are no Council positions available.  This is done on a 15 hour per week basis on 

a one-year contract. This programme might well be a means through which to develop young 

academics for future posts at UniVen, but will require clearly articulated developmental 

pathways through the system. 

Rewards and recognition 

The Vice Chancellor’s excellence in teaching awards was introduced in 2013 for the first 

time, to elevate the status of teaching in the university and put it on par with the research 

excellence awards. The panel noted with appreciation the robust process supported by clear 

criteria. Awards are allocated for each post level from junior lecturer to professor, although 

no awards for professors have yet been made. The number of awards is not limited – all 

academics who score above 75% on their teaching portfolio assessment are given awards. 

Nominees receive support in developing their teaching portfolio from CHETL staff. 

Promotions criteria, especially to higher levels, are still largely based on research, which is 

perceived to be easier to evaluate, although staff are increasingly being encouraged to 

develop teaching portfolios, which will help provide a basis for evaluating teaching. UniVen 

acknowledges that the institutional culture with regard to teaching and learning needs 

transformation and a conscious change management approach. This is a complex issue and 

no easy output metrics can capture the disciplinary nuances and programme teaching and 

learning demands. It is hoped that the planned paradigm shift towards elevating and valuing 

teaching to the same extent as research will consist of more than incentives and rewards to 
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match those for research outputs. For example, the “peripheral event” (teaching) needs to be 

institutionalised within UniVen promotional processes and supported by clear teaching 

standards.  

Workload 

The 2014 submission did not make any reference to a workload model; in the final report 

(April 2016) the institution reported that the absence of an academic workload model at 

UniVen was identified by internal auditors as an important strategic risk during 2015. It was 

therefore included in the 2016-2020 Strategic Plan as one of the key drivers of quality 

teaching and learning provisioning at UniVen. The 2016 deadline for its implementation is 

underpinned by benchmarking exercises with the Mangosuthu University of Technology 

(MUT) and the University of the Free State (UFS). MUT implemented its model in 2014 and 

it appears to be appropriate for adoption, with some modifications, by UniVen, given some 

salient similarities between the two institutions.  

Care must be taken to ensure that the expected contestations between Schools in terms of the 

allocation of time for research and teaching do not result in further bifurcation. Staff and 

student ratios differ markedly between Schools, from 1:60 in the School of Law to 1:20 in 

the School of Agriculture. Enrolments, success credits (proxy for quality teaching and 

student support), student ratings, research outputs as a function of postgraduate teaching, 

design seed funding for approved new programmes and performance ratings for the past 3-

5 years will enable a more transparent and robust system.  

The workload of Deans and academic HODs should be aligned on a rotational basis with a 

stipend to support the overall leadership accountabilities. It is indeed heartening to note the 

calibre of leadership and the intention to refine and implement an academic workload model 

at UniVen, as a prioritised action to be finalised during 2016.  

Conditions of service/Performance appraisal 

Although executive and senior managers at the University of Venda have been subjected to 

annual performance appraisals since 2010, the performance management system has only 

been rolled out to other levels since 2013.  

As part of the performance appraisal system, academics are required to submit portfolios of 

evidence annually. The submission of teaching portfolios (TPs) for assessment has proved 

to be a challenge, since most staff indicate that because of huge workloads the completing 

of the portfolios cannot receive the necessary attention. While evidence of teaching quality 

is important, there are ways to gather it that do not significantly add to academics’ work. 

Regularising student evaluations (see next section), as one kind of evidence, would help. In 

addition, inclusion of a section in which academics reflect on their practice provides an 

opportunity for personal development. 
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In addition to the challenges that staff experience in completing the teaching portfolios (TPs), 

the evaluation of the TPs as an integral part of the performance management system of 

academics emerged as an area needing improvement and is now receiving attention.  

The issue of the uncertainty around the renewal of annual contracts, which exclude medical 

and housing benefits, for young academics has emerged as a concern for the entire sector, 

and needs attention at a policy level.  

The UniVen practice of promotion without salary increases is a hollow gesture and has 

resulted in high turnovers of professional staff. 

Student evaluations of teaching 

Some progress has been made with using student feedback to improve teaching practice and 

effectiveness, but student evaluation is not yet universal or compulsory. It is taking time to 

encourage student participation by assuring them that their feedback is anonymous, and to 

implement the requirement of considering student evaluations in performance appraisal. In 

2015 UniVen introduced online student evaluation using Remark software. During the 

course of 2015 it collaborated with Wits and UL to develop an online evaluation system 

comprising a common core of questions and another set of questions that can tailored for 

each discipline. This system was piloted in the first semester of 2016. 

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER IMPROVEMENTS 

In order to address the high turnover of CHETL staff caused by the lack of career progression 

opportunities, the University is encouraged to consider changing their conditions of service 

from the current designation of support staff. While some universities appoint academic 

development staff on academic conditions of service, this may also not be appropriate for 

UniVen. There are some discussions in the sector about creating a third designation, 

professional staff, with different conditions of service from the other two categories. 

UniVen is encouraged to consider offering a more in-depth and extended induction into 

university teaching programme. Good examples of year-long induction programmes are 

those at UKZN and Stellenbosch University. The Stellenbosch programme includes both 

generic and discipline-specific components. The UKZN programme includes credit-bearing 

modules that can count towards a PGDip in Higher Education. Since UniVen already has 

regional collaborations in place with Wits and the University of Limpopo, perhaps it might 

consider collaborating in this area too. 

The University is encouraged to benchmark its promotions criteria against other universities, 

particularly as regards the inclusion of teaching. While research is important, given 

UniVen’s location and student population, high quality teaching is vital for student success. 

There are several universities that enable academics to choose to assign different weightings 

to teaching, research and community engagement when they apply for promotion, and where 
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promotion up to the level of full professor is possible largely on the strength of teaching and 

teaching-related research. These include Rhodes, UKZN and UJ. 

The panel encourages UniVen to implement its workload model. The panel suggests that a 

focus on the qualification and programme demands will assist in developing institutional 

norms and teaching standards. The University may wish to look at the teaching standards 

developed by Wits as an example. The University may also wish to invite the statistician 

who was largely responsible for the UKZN workload model, which has effectively taken 

account of the variations in discipline and programme demands, to run a workshop. 

The inclusion of teaching in performance appraisal for academics is welcomed. However, 

the University is encouraged to find ways to enable this to be done without unduly burdening 

academics. At Rhodes, for example, academics compile a teaching portfolio in their first 

year of employment as a condition for completion of their probation, and then add to it for 

the rest of their career. At UKZN academics prepare a short (5-page) teaching document for 

performance appraisal. Another possibility is to create an online portfolio that can be added 

to over time. 

The collaborative online evaluation system that UniVen is developing with UL and Wits is 

commendable. It will be important that evaluation results are used to bring about 

improvements and that students receive some sort of feedback on how their input has 

contributed to improvements, even if it in the following year. 

 
 

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 most significant contributor to enhancing student support and development is CHETL, 

which provides a dual focus on professional and academic development through the provision 

of services for both staff and students.  CHETL is viewed strategically by UniVen as an enabler 

of its strategic and operational plans related to staff development and student support. CHETL 

originated from three units, which were previously under the auspices of the Student Academic 

Support and Counselling Services (SASCS). It comprises three units: the Academic 

Development Unit (ADU), the Student Counselling and Career Development Unit (SCCDU) 

and the Disability Unit (DU). The goal of CHETL is to provide for various facets of student 

support and development through these specialised units while aiming for a coordinated and 

holistic approach to the core business of teaching and learning across all eight schools in the 

University.   

There is a specialised building for the DU equipped with adaptive technology to support 

learning and teaching for students with disabilities. This is an area where UniVen could work 
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with disability units from other universities to share its expertise, especially in light of the work 

it is doing with visually impaired students.  

THE APPROACH TAKEN TO IMPROVEMENT 

As stated in the introduction, most of the initiatives undertaken and reported on relating to this 

focus areas were already identified and underway as part of the university’s strategic plan 

(2012-2016).  Furthermore, many were funded through Teaching Development Grants.  In view 

of this, the approach to improvement might be described as “business as usual” with additional 

focus and urgency provided by the QEP.  

While CHETL is a key role player in this focus area, its mandate is broad and ambitious and 

there is a concern that the unit is under resourced in terms of staff to fulfil its entire mandate.  

There is also considerable overlap in terms of ownership of programmes between CHETL, 

Community Engagement and the Registrar and concern that this might result in duplication of 

efforts, lack of focus or certain key aspects falling between the cracks. As CHETL is about to 

undergo a review, it might be prudent to draw clear lines of responsibility for the various 

programmes and structures. 

IMPROVEMENTS UNDERTAKEN AND PROGRESS MADE 

UniVen identified one of its major challenges as being the under-preparedness of the majority 

of its students for tertiary studies, as they are predominantly drawn from under-resourced rural 

schools. Through CHETL, it has embarked on a wide variety of improvements to student 

support and development, both academic and in terms of social and other challenges.  These 

are aimed predominantly at “first-entering” students. A second major challenge identified was 

the teaching and support of large classes.  Improvements in infrastructure and the introduction 

of a Learning Management System (LMS), Blackboard, to focus on this challenge will be 

discussed under Focus Area 3.  Many of the other improvements discussed below will also help 

to address the problems associated with large class teaching. 

Mentoring and tutoring 

There seems to be a blurring of the distinction between the terms “mentor” and “tutor” used by 

DHET and most universities, where tutors provide academic support in specific subjects and 

mentors provide support with social issues and life skills. At UniVen, it appears that mentors 

provide both social and academic support, while tutors are only used in high risk courses. 

UniVen introduced mentoring in 2012 initially to provide support to students at risk.  

Mentoring occurs in small groups for extra discipline-based help. Students work with different 

mentors for different subjects.  Mentors are trained by CHETL.  No information was provided 

on how mentors are selected and monitored, whether they are paid and how many there are. 

Students seen to be at risk are referred to CHETL by the Student Affairs Directorate, although 

it is not clear what mechanism is used to do this. It was also not clear to the panel whether 
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mentors are only available to students that have been identified as being at risk or to other 

students also. 

Courses that appear to be problematic – with high failure rates - have introduced tutorials.  The 

identification of these at risk courses appears to be a bit ad hoc. 

CHETL is responsible for training both mentors and tutors on an ongoing basis. Mentors and 

tutors are trained in both teaching methodologies and life skills. CHETL appointed senior 

mentors from 2014-2015, to monitor mentoring and tutoring activities and administer claim 

forms. Tutors are senior students in their third year of study and beyond. These students are 

selected by module lecturers and contracted by CHETL to serve as tutors.  

While there appear to be positive gains to be made by the use of both mentors and tutors, 

UniVen is currently examining the challenges associated with these initiatives.  It is particularly 

trying to develop a better sense of what being “at-risk” might involve in terms of both students 

and courses, and to rely more on hard evidence than an ad hoc approach. Strategic use of 

tutorials and tutors would enable better resource usage, so knowing which students and which 

courses would benefit most from the additional support that these interventions can provide is 

vital.  Discussions during the panel’s visit suggested that strengthening the use of institutional 

data to support teaching and learning was already under consideration. 

Academic support for first year students 

The bulk of UniVen’s student support focuses on first year students, where the highest 

proportion of students tend to be lost to the university. Students entering UniVen for the first 

time now participate in the new First Year Experience Programme (FYE), which was piloted 

in 2015. As the first FYE activity, students attend both generic and programme specific 

orientation, and are introduced to the various resources and support provided through CHETL 

and its units, and other parts of the university such as the Community Engagement directorate.  

The programme is also intended to provide insight into the first year experience of its students 

to UniVen in order for them to better support incoming students. In 2015 the ADU and 

Community Engagement Directorate designed and piloted FYE sessions during the year, but 

challenges were experienced, so a new strategy is being developed. 

Extended degree programmes 

There are several extended degree programmes, managed by individual Schools. UniVen has 

a Science Foundation Programme with a minimum admission requirement of 26%. The School 

of Management Sciences, School of Human and Social Sciences and School of Mathematical 

and Natural Sciences all offer extended degree programmes. About 40% of new first-year 

students are enrolled in extended degree programmes. 

There appears to be benefit to these programmes, with third year students over-taking many of 

their mainstream counterparts. From these special and extended pathways, over 3000 students 

are now in the mainstream.  It would be useful to investigate what approaches drawn from the 
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extended programmes have the potential to add value to the mainstream programmes. In 

addition, it would be useful to know what cost benefits accrue due to students not having to 

repeat courses. 

English Communication Skills  

This compulsory credit-bearing module has been introduced to support academic literacy 

development. In the first semester generic input is provided, moving into specific School-based 

support in the second semester. The module includes broader academic literacies than only 

language. This is a very useful and important intervention that is being seen as important at 

many universities, all of whom are battling with students who are under-prepared in general, 

and needing additional language support in particular. Some collaboration and sharing of 

resources and experiences with other universities is suggested.  

Support for students with disabilities 

A number of students do not disclose that they have a disability and therefore do not receive 

the support that they need. In July 2016 the University therefore held a disability awareness 

day in order to demonstrate support for staff and students living with disabilities. The Disability 

Unit has various adaptive technologies available to support students who need them. 

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER IMPROVEMENTS 

By its own admission, UniVen has a fragmented student support system, involving Student 

Affairs, Community Engagement and CHETL, as well as individual Schools. The panel 

suggests that the University develop an institutional framework for student support and 

development, with clear allocation of responsibility to the different structures, while ensuring 

coordination. Adopting a more focused and clearly differentiated approach to student support 

(without losing a holistic perspective) would make it easier to manage, resource and evaluate 

for effectiveness. It is also suggested that an institutional coordinating committee for student 

support and development be formed. 

In the face of limited resources (particularly in terms of staff needed and the freeze on posts in 

the university other than academic posts) it is vital that CHETL receives appropriate support.  

With limited staff and budget it might be advisable to prioritise specific areas of focus and 

intervention, rather than to try to offer an overly broad and ambitious level of support. On the 

other hand, CHETL could play a role in extended degree programmes, particularly in offering 

professional development for the specialised skills needed by lecturers in these programmes. 

While the focus on using limited funds to increase academic staffing is understandable, the 

current number of counsellors available to students (two, plus one for career counselling) is 

woefully inadequate given the many psycho-socio-emotional issues that South African students 

face. The panel urges the University to seek ways to address this shortage. 

The FYE programme has the potential to provide a great deal of support to students in making 

the transition from high school to university. Since the programme at UniVen is very new, the 
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University is encouraged to communicate with the National Resource Centre for the First Year 

Experience at UJ. It may be worth inviting someone up to UniVen to work with the institution 

in devising elements for the programme that will be well-suited to the University and its 

students.  

Either as part of the FYE or as a separate intervention, the panel encourages the University to 

set up an institution-wide system for providing early warning about students at risk and then 

referring them for appropriate support. 

 
 

4. FOCUS AREA 3: ENHANCING THE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT  

(Including teaching and learning spaces, ICT infrastructure and access, technology-enabled 

tools and resources, library facilities) 

THE INSTITUTION’S STRENGTHS 

The current leadership of UniVen is to be congratulated on ending the 15-year hiatus in 

development of physical infrastructure. Over R500 million has been spent on new physical 

infrastructure over the last eight years, including an additional four large lecture theatres with 

seating capacity of 150 to 300 each.  

UniVen students have access to the internet through widely available Wi-Fi on campus, and 

work continues in order to enhance access in residences, both on and off-campus. An ICT 

policy exists and guides the direction of the University’s flexible, electronically supported, 

learning opportunities for all students and staff.  

The University plans to expand its use of online teaching and learning to enhance quality 

education. According to its report, “E-learning aims at achieving the University’s goals in order 

to promote innovation in both pedagogical practices and student learning. ICT will contribute 

towards the provision of student-centred learning experiences that are flexible, responsive and 

effective and that meet the needs of all learners.” 

THE APPROACH TAKEN TO IMPROVEMENT 

UniVen has prioritised infrastructure development and has developed integrated strategic plans 

across physical infrastructure needs that tie in with teaching and learning, research and ICT 

priorities. In some cases, the approach to improvements has been to adopt radical change that 

embraces new thinking and technology (for example the issuing of tablets to all students) while 

in other cases reliance on early adopters has been the strategy (in rolling out the BlackBoard 

LMS across courses). Successes and challenges have been encountered with both strategies 

and across most developments. 

While reference was made to a long-term infrastructure plan in the reports, there was no 

reference to a campus master plan, so the panel could not tell whether or not one has been 

developed. 
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IMPROVEMENTS UNDERTAKEN AND PROGRESS MADE 

Limited physical infrastructure is one of the major challenges facing UniVen, as the nearly 

threefold increase in student numbers since its inception has not been accompanied by a 

comparable growth in facilities. This has a serious impact on the learning environment.  

Enhancements in the learning environment during the QEP focused on alleviating both the lack 

of physical resources (such as lecture theatres) and on moving towards a “smart campus”, 

including the rollout of the learning management system (LMS), Blackboard. Constraints in 

the number of academic staff for a growing student body have resulted in larger classes and 

pressure on larger venues. There is a particular pressure on laboratory space, which will be 

heightened as the university increases the provision of diploma programmes as part of its 

revised identity as a comprehensive institution. 

Teaching and learning spaces 

There is still a severe shortage of teaching venues, so infrastructure for teaching and learning 

has been prioritised in the university’s long-term infrastructure plan. The building of a new 

lecture theatre complex, with more state of the art design, conducive to new modes of 

curriculum delivery, is set to commence within the next year.  

Examinations venues are also insufficient and venues not conducive to the writing of 

examinations (such as lecture theatres) are sometimes used.  

UniVen is investigating the creation of more user-friendly student spaces to support learning.  

These will be housed both within existing buildings and structures, and will also try to make 

better use of “dead-spaces”.   

E-Learning – Blackboard and mobile learning rollout 

The introduction and full roll-out of e-learning at UniVen is seen as a major thrust to improve 

success and throughput rates. Growing student enrolment without an increase in academic staff 

numbers (or sufficient physical facilities) has resulted in large classes and a need to find 

efficient ways to enhance teaching, student engagement and communication.   

Blackboard was piloted from January to June 2015 and fully implemented campus wide from 

July 2015, with an initial focus on undergraduate students and courses. UniVen follows a 

phased, quality-driven adoption approach to technology integration in teaching and learning, 

starting with a SWOT analysis of modules, supported by the TPACK (Technology, Pedagogy 

and Content Knowledge) framework, training and instructional design. According to the 

institution’s final report, by December 2015, 11 540 users were active on Blackboard, 

indicating sizeable growth in the number of users. 

The rationale behind introducing an LMS is to be able to provide different types of teaching 

and learning experiences and support to students within a resource-constrained environment. 

The Academic Development Unit (ADU) has an e-learning section that is responsible for the 

rollout, support and ongoing development of Blackboard. It supports individual staff members 
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and helps them create their courses online, create student accounts for the courses and enrol 

the students to enable them to access the given course content. Eleven e-learning assistants 

were trained in course building and adding different types of content in MyUniVen, the 

University’s name for its LMS. The LMS helps students to communicate with lecturers, and 

provides functionality such as online assignments, online tests and discussion forums. Students 

are also able to download learning materials. Students have also received training.   

In 2015, UniVen became the first South African university to issue a tablet device to each one 

of its approximately 13 500 undergraduate students at the time. The sustainability of the 

funding model for these devices has been compromised somewhat by the #feesmustfall 

movement that affected universities towards the end of 2015. The issuing of the devices 

followed on the acquisition of the Blackboard e-learning platform and is seen as an essential 

component of the enhancement of teaching and learning at UniVen. There were, however, 

numerous problems with the model used, where the University sourced the tablets in bulk from 

China, and then had to deal with numerous faults, as they were of poor quality. There was a 

proposal to rather give students vouchers that they could redeem at participating chain stores 

in the area, but this was not approved by the University Council, so tablets are still being 

sourced in bulk.  

Integration between the Student Information System, ITS, and Blackboard is in progress to 

automate processes, such as transfer of marks, between the two systems. 

Computer-assisted language learning 

As part of the compulsory English Communication Skills for first year students, UniVen 

acquired the online learning platform English Word Power, which helps students develop their 

English language skills in their own time and at their own pace. According to the final report, 

3059 student accounts have been created to date and mass training of students was carried out. 

ICT Infrastructure and development 

An integrated ICT Masterplan for UniVen was approved by Council, “to provide state of the 

art information systems utilising modern information technology throughout the university. All 

e-mails are now hosted in the cloud. A Wi-Fi network is being rolled out” (UniVen final QEP 

report).  New fibre optic infrastructure has been rolled-out to all residences to ensure faster 

network access. An average of 5 400 devices generate over 190 000 access requests to the 

internet every day through the University Wi-Fi system. The University has ordered a new 

RADIUS server to eventually allow for 25 000 devices on the Wireless LAN, as current 

capacity has already been exceeded.  

The new Smart Campus is designed to promote ease of use for all users, staff and students. The 

development, maintenance and operation of these systems requires support, so eight additional 

staff members were appointed to the ICT Department. Control aspects have been examined 

and procedures have been designed and implemented to minimise the risk of fraud and error.  
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Further improvements in the ICT arena include better usage of reporting and planning systems, 

and using these to identify and work with students and courses that are categorised as being at 

risk, as discussed under Focus Area 2.  Enrolment planning will also benefit from enhanced 

usage of reporting and information consolidation (c.f., focus area 4). 

Extension of  library services and facilities 

The University of Venda Library underwent major refurbishment over the past five years, 

resulting in an increased number of more conducive learning spaces for students. According to 

the Univen’s final report, the library is currently the only building on campus where dedicated 

spaces for group work and peer-learning exist. Student uptake of the new spaces was 

“immediate and intense. A survey to determine the most common purpose for using the group 

work rooms showed a gratifying trend towards peer learning through disciplinary discussion 

groups” (final QEP report). 

There remains a need for additional space in the library for both resources and learning spaces. 

A shortage of shelving and more student work space are priorities that need addressing. 

The library also plays an important role in supporting e-learning through substantially 

increasing its electronic resources and providing training for students on how to use them. 

Student residences 

Student residences accommodate 800 students. The majority of students live off-campus.  

Private accommodation is accredited by the University and required to meet certain standards, 

including adequate learning spaces and access to Wi-Fi and the LMS. This has been made more 

possible by infrastructure improvements implemented by Telkom in the area. 

Plans for significant future development around additional residential accommodation are an 

important priority for UniVen, both in terms of meeting current needs, and as a means to 

encourage students to choose UniVen over other universities. Accommodation is a challenge 

for many universities and if UniVen is able to provide excellent yet affordable accommodation 

with the added benefit of being closer to home, students will consider this another benefit that 

UniVen has to offer.  

Protection and security services 

Student security on campus remains a priority, and UniVen acknowledges the need to make 

provision for extended study hours in safe places on campus. The provision of additional 

technology means that security also needs enhancement. Many students staying either in 

residences or in private accommodation that is not suited for study or working purposes need 

to make use of the library and other on-campus study places.  Wits, for example, has noticed a 

high demand for extended library hours and has several 24-hour facilities on its various 

campuses, which are well used. Security is important for both the students and facilities in these 

cases. 
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SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER IMPROVEMENTS 

Overall, the University is to be commended for adopting a flexible and innovative approach to 

infrastructure planning and management. However, it was not clear to the panel whether the 

University has a campus master plan. If not, it is encouraged to develop one. 

In a resource constrained environment, using a variety of approaches to support teaching and 

learning is key. The design and use of multipurpose, flexible venues should be considered in 

future infrastructure planning, as these will be important in order to  maximise venue use and 

allow for a variety of teaching and learning approaches. For example, the University of 

Stellenbosch uses dining halls as learning spaces outside of mealtimes.   

Continued support for the establishment of informal learning spaces (such as those being 

developed in outdoor areas) is vital and links well with the idea of a smart campus where, in 

theory, learning, student engagement and collaboration can take place anywhere at any time.  

Issues such as seating, lighting and access to power need to be considered, particularly if 

students are to be encouraged to use specific spaces and devices over computer labs. An 

interesting example of a university that has conceptualised the whole campus as a learning 

environment is CUT, where solar charging stations have helped turn outdoor areas into learning 

spaces. 

The significant investment in Blackboard and tablets should be fully exploited. The panel 

believes that while important progress has been made in rolling out Blackboard and tablets to 

students, UniVen needs to ensure that it has a planned approach to ensuring that the potential 

benefits of these systems are realised. Appointing instructional designers in Schools is one way 

to increase the effective and discipline-specific use of the LMS. Furthermore, with the 

introduction of mobile learning devices and the rollout of the LMS, UniVen is encouraged to 

continue thinking about creative ways to use Blackboard to help alleviate physical teaching 

venue constraints.   

Decisions need to be taken on how uptake of the LMS by individual lecturers and courses is to 

be encouraged and supported, and targets set and monitored regularly. Students are often a 

useful form of pressure – they will experience the benefit of an LMS as used in one of their 

courses and demand similar rollout in others. The panel also felt strongly that the experience 

with tablet rollout, as a university that is an early adopter, should be shared widely with other 

universities as many valuable lessons were learned. During the interviews, staff were very open 

and upfront about the challenges experienced, and learning from UniVen’s experience could 

save other institutions both time and money when embarking on similar projects. 

The integration of ITS and Blackboard will provide the technology needed to develop an early 

warning system to identify and monitor students at risk (mentioned in focus area 2). UniVen is 

encouraged to capitalise on this technology to set up a monitoring system. 

Plans for future growth in teaching and learning infrastructure need to include innovative 

approaches to laboratory design to enable use across different but related disciplines. UniVen 
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currently has an inadequate laboratory infrastructure and this is likely to come under further 

strain as the university tries to add additional programmes, especially diplomas where more 

practical work will be expected. Maintenance of the laboratory infrastructure is also an ongoing 

challenge.  Programme mix planning should try to optimise laboratory usage and development 

in order to make funding for expansion possible. 

Ensuring an infrastructure plan that supports and facilitates the university’s teaching and 

learning plan is vital. It may be worth establishing a forum or committee where facilities staff, 

academics and CHETL staff discuss how best to align teaching philosophy and pedagogy with 

physical spaces in future physical development. 

 
 

5. FOCUS AREA 4: ENHANCING COURSE AND PROGRAMME ENROLMENT 

MANAGEMENT  

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

courses3, throughput rates, management information systems) 

 
THE INSTITUTION’S STRENGTHS 

Starting with a very low baseline of 29% of the 2000 cohort of first-time entering students who 

had graduated by 2004 and a very high dropout rate of 62%, UniVen put in place a number of 

initiatives to try to improve student success and throughput rates. 

The implementation of admission scores in 2008 was done to ensure that only students who 

have a good average pass are admitted. The rules pertaining to progression and periods for 

completion of study were strictly enforced, as recommended by the 2010 HEQC Audit Report. 

In addition, academic staff were trained in assessment, moderation, materials development and 

facilitation of learning.  

The University implemented ITS as its integrated Management Information System (MIS), 

which provides dashboards that helps it, among other things, monitor enrolments per School 

and per Department and perform cohort analyses. 

In the 2014 baseline report it was stated that the graduation rate has improved from 16% to 

22% (23% is the national benchmark). Student success rate has also improved, from 74% in 

2009 to 79% in 2012. 

APPROACH TAKEN TO IMPROVEMENT 

The challenges involved in becoming a comprehensive institution have been considered at an 

institutional level as an exercise in academic planning that involves the re-engineering of the 

                                            
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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core business of the University. Responding to the size and shape mandate, putting in place a 

comprehensive student enrolment plan, reviewing the current undergraduate programmes for 

relevance and viability, introducing career-focused education in the forms of new certificate, 

diploma and degree offerings, and addressing the issue of student success rates have emerged 

as the critical drivers requiring attention. 

In the 2009-2013 Strategic Plan, six challenges were identified, which “hampered the rendering 

of a professional student academic administration service to the university” (2014 QEP 

baseline report). The 2010 HEQC Audit Report identified another area of concern. The seven 

challenges, as reported in the institution’s final QEP report, are: 

1. Inadequate recruitment of suitable candidates while they are still at school; 

2. Online applications; 

3. Walk-in students; 

4. Unreliable capturing of student data; 

5. Timely capturing of student assessment data to make timely and effective academic 

support interventions possible; 

6. Delays in the finalisation of examination results and supplementary examinations 

negatively impact on the enrolment plan; 

7. Consistency and transparency in application of academic rules. 

The University identified the Directorate Institutional Planning and Quality Assurance and 

Student Academic Administration as key to addressing these challenges, working in 

collaboration with other structures. The next section indicates that some of these areas have 

been addressed, at least in part. The final report states that the challenges that remain have been 

incorporated into the new (2016-2020) Strategic Plan.  

IMPROVEMENTS UNDERTAKEN AND PROGRESS MADE 

The baseline report stated that the university did not have a comprehensive enrolment model 

that would ensure auto selection and admission of applicants, implement exclusion rules, 

provisionally admit applicants on the basis of grade 11 results, and meet DHET enrolment 

targets. However, some of these processes are being addressed, as discussed below, and there 

does appear to be an improvement in the general administration of student affairs in a number 

of technical and operational areas.  

No information was provided in either the reports or during the interviews on how enrolment 

planning is done at the University. It was mentioned, however, that there was a problem in 

2016 with meeting targets as there were more returning students than expected, so the 

University overshot the DHET-agreed enrolment. 
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Application and registration 

UniVen implemented fully online registration and online payment in 2014. Senior students can 

only access the system once the minimum initial fee has been paid. The University has 

negotiated with the SRC to get a list of NSFAS students and exempt them from paying the 

registration fee; bursary holders and students who pass 50% of their courses are also exempted. 

The IT system enables orderly student registrations, and students can register on and off 

campus. In addition, the system does not allow students to register modules more than twice. 

In 2016 10 000 students registered within 10 days. About 14.8% students are returning students, 

including postgraduate students. In the second semester of 2016 students could make course 

adjustments – module additions or cancellations – online. The system is rule based, including 

limiting the number of credits students can register for, auto-promoting based on promotion 

rules, and only allowing students in a programme to register for courses in their curriculum. 

Testing of online applications was successfully completed in 2015, for implementation in the 

2016 registration. Selection is, however, done manually, once NSC results have been received. 

The University does not make provisional offers on the basis of Grade 11 marks. It was not 

clear to the panel how quickly and how students were informed that they had been accepted, 

or whether they were given a specific time frame within which they had to accept the offer. 

During the interviews, the DVC: Academic indicated that the University is working with its 

service provider, Adapt IT, to merge applicants’ Grade 12 marks into the MIS system so that 

in 2017 selection can be done online. Staff are currently being trained on how to use the system 

for online selection. UniVen is one of seven universities using the Adapt IT system. 

Management Information System (MIS) 

More staff have been added to the MIS unit under the Registrar, and the HEMIS office has 

been split off and placed under Institutional Planning. It is not clear what the effects of this 

move will be on data coordination in the institution.  

UniVen obtained and fully operationalised the Power HEDA software in 2015, which 

continuously updates and can produce reports on HEMIS and operational data. In addition, 

according to the final report, “Timely capturing of student assessment data has been achieved 

through greater monitoring and strict enforcement of submission deadlines by the Deans, as 

well as through training of academics in the use of I-Enabler to capture formative assessment 

marks and the formula for the calculation of semester marks electronically. Students at risk can 

now be identified from their first formative assessment results.” This is a significant step 

forward in promoting student success.  

The MIS unit is planning to develop student profiling, with support from SAAIR, to get a sense 

of which students are likely to succeed.  

Student Recruitment and Career Counselling 
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UniVen is trying to focus on recruiting higher potential students who they often lose to other 

universities, by improving their relationships with feeder schools and their marketing approach 

in general. Furthermore, they are attempting to provide better opportunities for their graduates 

by engaging with industry and government to showcase their students and programmes.   

It is important for UniVen to create better links to the community both in terms of prospective 

students and prospective employers, as they need to widen their programmes to include 

qualifications offered by comprehensive universities, and be able to properly place students in 

programmes, train and educate them (including work experience) and be seen as a source of 

strong graduates for employers. 

Exclusions and readmissions 

Students who are excluded (did not meet progression requirements) are blocked when they try 

to register online and are referred to the Dean, who, in turn, consults with the HoDs. No 

programme of support is currently offered to students at risk of exclusion or excluded at any 

stage of their programme.  

Gateway Courses 

Pass rates in gateway courses pose a challenge at UniVen as the student numbers are swollen 

by students repeating the courses. There is no central identification or criteria for gateway 

courses – it is left to individual deans to identify them and decide how to intervene.  

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER IMPROVEMENTS 

It was unclear to the panel what means are used to recommend admission (or make placement 

decisions) in the various Schools. As a comprehensive university offering a variety of 

qualification types, a strategy for enrolling students in diplomas or certificates, with a longer 

term goal of their articulation into degree programmes, appears very necessary. 

A wider selection of programmes should be a strength of UniVen but will require that it both 

markets its programmes well and provides effective career guidance and counselling so that 

students choose appropriately and graduate with a strong knowledge and skill set that is valued 

by government and industry. An enhanced graduate recruitment programme will encourage 

strong students to choose UniVen, as it will enhance their employment prospects on graduation.  

Several universities (e.g. University of Pretoria and University of the Witwatersrand) engage 

with students at selected feeder schools from as early as grade 10 in order to start promoting 

the idea of studying at that particular university. They use invitations to student events as well 

as learner-focused events to draw students onto campus and build aspirations to study there.  

Wits runs a focused Maths and Science development programme that identifies high potential 

students from rural feeder schools and brings them and their teachers onto campus for winter 

schools. Many of these students apply to Wits later and progress well through their degrees.  

These initiatives all require funding but allow for focused recruitment. 
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To ensure that students make sensible and informed career choices, Universities such as the 

University of the Witwatersrand (Wits) and the University of Pretoria (UP) have Student 

Success Coordinators and Faculty Advisors, respectively. These staff also help students stay 

on track during the course of their whole programme, including by monitoring students who 

are at risk early in the first semester of their first year, students who are at risk of being excluded 

later in their programme and those who have been excluded but then readmitted. UniVen is 

urged to review its processes related to exclusion, appeals, readmission and student tracking 

and support. The University is encouraged to benchmark practices with other universities, and 

consider introducing School-based advisors.   

Gateway courses can affect the progression rate of large numbers of students. The panel 

recommends that UniVen produce institutional data on gateway courses with low pass rates 

per School, and that Schools be given the responsibility to implement interventions to improve 

the pass rates. Such interventions could include, for example, implementing placement tests to 

ensure that students have the required background knowledge, examining the curriculum 

content, teaching approach and assessments, and offering tutorials or Supplemental Instruction. 

Changes in pass rates in gateway courses should be monitored by the Senate Teaching and 

Learning Committee.  

 
 

6. SUMMARY 

There was good alignment between priorities identified in UniVen’s 2012-2016 Strategic 

Plan and many aspects of the four QEP focus areas. As a result, many of the activities, 

including TDG-funded projects, which the University had already planned could feed 

directly into the QEP reports. However, according to the UniVen’s final report, 

“Participation in the QEP sharpened UniVen’s strategic focus on quality teaching and 

learning and informed, to a significant extent, the relevant strategic objectives and 

performance targets of its new 2016-2020 Strategic Plan.” It also, “led to a more holistic 

view of how to achieve student success”. 

Efforts toward achieving a more holistic approach to student success are clearly visible in 

the work that the University has done in the past two years. A number of specific initiatives 

and suggestions for further improvements have been discussed in the previous sections, but 

several key points are highlighted below. 

While the Centre for Higher Education Teaching and Learning (CHETL) was established in 

2010, the central importance of its role has been elevated with an increased institutional focus 

on enhancing academics as teachers and undertaking more proactive and widespread student 

support. This important role is, however, constrained by the challenges the University faces 

in staffing the Centre adequately and in retaining excellent staff. The University is urged to 

reconsider the conditions of service of CHETL staff and the number of posts that it funds. 
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The panel commends UniVen on establishing collaborations with the Universities of 

Limpopo and the Witwatersrand, which were mentioned several times in different contexts, 

and encourages UniVen to continue and possibly expand the collaboration. One area for 

possible further collaboration could be in offering a PGDip in Higher Education. Currently, 

UniVen makes a considerable financial investment in enrolling its academics at other 

universities far from Limpopo. Instead of using its limited resources to develop its own 

PGDip in HE, as currently planned, a collaborative approach may be more productive. Some 

modules could be offered as part of a compulsory induction into teaching for new academics, 

as is done, for example, at UKZN. 

Given that most of UniVen’s students come from schools that do not adequately prepare 

them for university, quality teaching is vital for student success. The panel urges the 

University to look at how to incentivise good teaching. The Vice-Chancellor’s Excellence in 

Teaching Awards are a good start, but the University should benchmark its promotions 

criteria against other universities that have taken a lead in valuing teaching and teaching-

related research, such as Rhodes, UKZN and UJ. 

There is very good work being done to support students. The introduction of the First Year 

Experience programme and the compulsory English Communication Skills modules are 

good examples. While tutors and mentors are available, it may be worth clarifying their roles. 

It was not clear to the panel whether all first-year students are assigned to a mentor, but, if 

not, this is a good practice worth considering. Work being done to support students with 

disabilities is exemplary. 

There is some overlap between the work of CHETL, Student Affairs and Community 

Engagement. The panel encourages the University to undertake a participatory process in 

which roles and responsibilities can be clarified. This process should also clarify the role of 

Schools in professional development and student support, and identify how they might best 

interact with CHERTL. In order to overcome the rather fragmented approach to student 

support and development, the panel urges the University to develop an institutional 

framework for student support and development and establish as institution level 

coordinating and oversight committee. 

A widely-recognised key strategy to promote student success is monitoring student 

performance in order to identify students who may be at risk of failing early enough in the 

semester to intervene, and referring them for appropriate support. From the reports and the 

interviews, the panel learnt that the University now has the technology in place for 

assessment marks, especially from early assessments, to be entered and made available on 

the University’s MIS system (ITS). This is an important advance. As a next step, the 

University is encouraged to appoint a person in each School who is responsible for accessing 

student marks and identifying, monitoring and supporting students at risk. Examples to 

consider of how this can be done are the University of Pretoria’s Faculty Advisor system and 

the University of the Witwatersrand’s faculty-based Student Success Coordinators. In 

addition, it is important to track students’ performance over the course of their degree in 
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order to identify when they may be at risk of exclusion and to intervene. Again, the IT system 

now allows for this, but a tracking system needs people responsible for this activity. School-

based advisors could also take on this function. The University of Kwa-Zulu Natal, which 

also uses ITS, has developed an electronic “robot system”, in which a student’s status is 

shown as green, yellow or red, and can be accessed by both students and counsellors. The 

system sends out alerts when a student’s status changes from green to yellow so they are 

flagged as needing support. 

Significant strides have been made in starting to address the long-standing physical 

infrastructure backlog, exacerbated by a 15-year hiatus in new building under previous 

university leadership. It was not clear to the panel whether the University has a campus 

master plan; if not, the University is encouraged to develop one. With the new building going 

on and being planned, the University has an opportunity to ensure that there is good 

alignment between desired pedagogy, teaching philosophy and physical spaces. A need that 

is not yet being adequately addressed is to create extensive student learning spaces 

throughout the campus. The group learning spaces created in the library – a very good 

initiative – were, according to the final report, used immediately and extensively by students. 

A number of universities have identified “nooks and crannies”, such as wide passages and 

foyers, that can be turned into learning spaces simply by providing seating, and sometimes 

tables, and ensuring Wi-Fi access. Some universities, such as CUT, are also conceptualising 

outdoor areas as learning spaces, installing benches and solar-powered charging stations. 

The University’s aspiration to become a “smart campus” is commendable, and shows vision 

and forethought. Significant advances have been made in increasing connectivity. The 

University’s provision of tablets to all students is exemplary. Use of the Learning 

Management System (LMS) is increasing, but a more active campaign may be needed to 

increase the number of academics who use it and the pedagogical value of the uses to which 

it is put. 

Significant improvements have been made in enrolment processes, including online 

registration, recently introduced online applications and preparation for online selection. 

This has been facilitated by enhancements to the University’s MIS and the acquisition of the 

HEDA system for data analysis, which will allow for more evidence-based decision-making. 

Some problems in student administration still remain, and the University’s intention to 

address them is signalled in its new Strategic Plan (2016-2020). 

The University is encouraged to look more holistically at enrolment management, from 

recruitment to application, registration, progression and graduation, and identify strategies 

for bringing about improvements each step of the way. For example, experience at the 

Universities of Pretoria and the Witwatersrand has shown that establishing relationships with 

learners at feeder schools in Grade 10 is an effective approach to targeted recruitment. In the 

area of progression, it is important for the University to develop an institutional mechanism 

to identify gateway courses with low pass rates that are blocking progression for large 

numbers of students, and monitor interventions to bring about improvements. 
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In conclusion, the panel wishes to congratulate the University for the positive and innovative 

approach it is taking to bringing about significant improvements in all focus areas, and for 

the commitment it demonstrates to its students and their success. The panel appreciates the 

open and collegial approach taken by staff during the institutional visit, and wishes UniVen 

all the best in its future efforts towards enhancing the University and its students’ success. 
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APPENDIX : Programme 
 
 
 
 
 

Council on Higher Education (CHE), Quality Enhancement Project (QEP) 
Tuesday, 02 August 2016 from 08h30-16h30 at University of Venda 

Time Activity Venue 

09h00-10h00  Meeting with Senior Management Committee (SMC) Research Conference 
Centre 

10h00-11h20 Meeting with key role players involved with  
FOCUS AREA  4 : ENHANCING COURSE AND PROGRAMME 
ENROLMENT  
• Deans: Ms Lansink (Dean: Law), Prof N Potgieter (Dean: Maths)  
• Mr M Selolo (MIS officer) 
• Mr M Ligudu (Deputy Registrar) 
• Mr D Dongola (School Administrator) 
• Dr T Mbuvha (HOD: Disability Unit) 
• Mr R Tshivhandekano (ASAUV) 
• Mrs T Nethengwe (Lecturer, Management) 

Research Conference 
Centre 

11h20-11h50 TEA  

11h50-13h00 Meeting with key role players involved with  
FOCUS AREA  3 : ENHANCING THE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT 
• Deans: Prof Kadyamatimba (Dean: Management Sciences), Prof 

Odiyo (Dean: Environmental Sciences) 
• Mr M Lamola (Director: Facilities Management) 
• Mr A Tshishonga (Acting Director: IT) 
• Mr K Madzima (Lecturer: Computer Science) 
• Mr M Mbodila (Lecturer: Science Foundation) 
• Mrs TM Mulaudzi (Director, Library) 
• Mr B Makae (Deputy Registrar: Auxiliary services) 
• Mr W Xazela / Ms N Seaba (E-Learning Practitioner) 

Council Chambers 
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13h00-13h30 Lunch with SMC Council Chambers 

13h30-14h50 Meeting with key role players involved with  
FOCUS AREA  2 : ENHANCING STUDENT SUPPORT AND 
DEVELOPMENT 
• Deans: Prof Makgopa (Dean: Human and Social Sciences); Prof 

Mchau (Dean: Agriculture) 
• Dr T Sikhwari (CHETL) 
• Mr L. Netshifhefhe (Head: Quality Assurance) 
• Dr M Masehela (CHETL) 
• Dr C Selepe (Director: Student Affairs) 
Prof TM Mashamba (Lecturer, Psychology) 

15h00-16h20 Meeting with key role players involved with  
FOCUS AREA  1 : ENHANCING ACADEMICS AS TEACHERS  

 Deans: Dr Mulaudzi (Dean: Education); Prof Khoza (Dean: Health 
Sciences) 

• Mr P Rachidi (Head: Staff Development Unit; HR) 
• Prof G Ekosse (Director: Research and Innovation) 
• Mr NV Sigama (HR) 
• Dr N Mutshaeni (Acting Director: CHETL) 

16h30-17h00 Tea and Feedback with Senior Management Committee (SMC) 

  

 

 


