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Introduction

In South Africa, the National Plan for Higher Education now gives effect to the major restructuring and transformation of the higher education system, envisaged in the White Paper and Act of 1997.  In various policy papers quality assurance has unambiguously been identified as one of the fundamental elements for the transformation of the higher education system (together with equity and redress, democratisation, effectiveness and efficiency, academic freedom, institutional autonomy and public accountability).  In addition to employment equity legislation, the government is also using other policy instruments like the proposed new funding framework to steer the system in the desired direction.   It is clear from the National Plan that equity has to be balanced by effectiveness.  As a developing country trying to position itself favourably in a global society, South Africa can no longer afford a higher education system that is neither relevant nor cost-effective. This quality demand increases the responsibility of the newly established Higher Education Quality Committee (HEQC) to provide a credible quality-related foundation for programme-based differentiation and diversity in higher education.  

Impact of transformation on the University of the Free State

The democratisation process in the country, followed by new legislation, has had a major but varied impact on institutions in the country, with very particular problems experienced by historically advantaged universities such as the University of the Free State (UFS).  In the past the UFS served only white students through the medium of Afrikaans.  Within the last five years, however, the institution has undergone major changes.  Student numbers have grown from roughly 8 000 in 1997 to 15 000 in 2002, with more than 50% of students from formerly disadvantaged communities. The changing student body led to demands for parallel medium of instruction (Afrikaans and English) accompanied by further demands for continuous support for the growing number of non-traditional learners.  These and other internal and external changes made enormous demands on the human and financial resources of the university.  Financial pressures grew constantly until the institution found itself with real financial stringencies during 1999–2000.  Far-reaching measures were implemented to turn the institution around to become a financially viable one. The focus on quality and relevance was, however, not lost in this process.  Maintaining and improving quality standards in a rapidly changing institutional landscape has continuously been recognised as one of the most pressing issues the institution had to address.

Impact of transformation on quality assurance at the UFS

The 1999–2001 and 2001–2002 three-year rolling plans of the UFS reflected the changes with regard to quality assurance issues at the national level.  In the first plan, special reference was made to the design and implementation of a self-evaluation and quality assurance system with short-, medium- and long-term objectives.  In March 2001 the Unit for Quality Assurance and Management was established.  One of the main purposes of the Unit was the initiation, development, co-ordination and monitoring of an institutional quality assurance system in consultation and co-operation with the relevant existing institutional structures.  Self-evaluation was taken as a point of departure, with the emphasis on pinpointing and identifying indicators of quality in higher education practice.  The medium-term plan for 2001-2002 includes a major programme evaluation action.  

The 2001-2002 programme evaluation 

Following literature study and consultation with national and international experts in the field of quality assurance during 2001 and the earlier part of 2002, a preliminary set of criteria for use in the self-evaluation process was identified.  Members of the quality assurance and programme committees on campus also got the opportunity to scrutinise the recommended criteria.  However, teaching staff at all levels who were consulted showed many uncertainties regarding important aspects of a quality assurance process, including aspects relating to the national priorities.  It was then decided that the formative and developmental function of the intended self-evaluation process had to receive priority.  The main purpose of the 2002 programme evaluation process has thus been formulated as empowering and stimulating faculty to look critically at all aspects of their programmes, in order to identify the shortcomings and needs to be addressed (thus ultimately an emphasis on the improvement of programmes.  In addition, the programme evaluation will serve to sensitise faculty for the national priorities in higher education and the need to address these priorities at programme level.

The adaptation of the self-evaluation instrument according to a systemic developmental approach has been taking shape.  The criteria decided upon have been purposefully categorised according to the developmental phases of programme planning, implementation, delivery, evaluation and revision.  

In addition to the inclusion of internationally accepted criteria, the instrument also reflects the impact of transformation in the country.   A few examples are the following:

· In the Planning Category, the appropriateness of entry requirements and RPL measures have to be evaluated, while the extent of the inclusion of indigenous knowledge and the African context in programme content also has to be reflected upon.

· In the Implementation Category, criteria relating to aspects such as the affordability of programmes, democratic decision-making structures and financial and academic support for non-traditional learners are included.

· In the Delivery Category, assessors have to reflect on whether learning material and learning facilitation meet the needs of the diverse student population and reveal sensitivity towards diversity in race, gender and language. 

· The Evaluation and Revision Category includes criteria relating to the success rate of diverse groups as well as the effectiveness of RPL and support mechanisms.  Assessors also have to indicate how they intend to improve success rates and how students, student bodies and the industry will be included in the future revision of programmes. 

Outcomes of the 2002 programme evaluation

After final scrutiny by faculties and departments, the self-evaluation instrument will be applied during July and August 2002.  During September the Quality Assurance Unit will study the self-evaluation reports in order to make recommendations to programme directors and top management (outcomes to be discussed at the Seminar  - with emphasis on the lessons learned in the process).  In the absence of national criteria for programme self-evaluation, it is hoped that this instrument and the process followed at the UFS can serve to inform the HEQC in this regard.
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