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Introduction

Stellenbosch University

1 of 26 Public 
Universities in South 
Africa.

18 Public Universities

8 Universities of 
Technology

36 Private Universities 

10 Faculties, 4 campuses

AgriSciences
Science
Medicine and Health 
Science
Social Science
Military Science
Education
Law
Economic and 
Management Science
Theology

33 000 Students

3 454 Staff (academic 
and support staff)

85% student 
throughput rate 

Recognised by DHET 
as the most productive 
university in terms of 
research publications 
per capita and 
weighted research 
outputs per capita

Ranked among the 
world's top 
universities based on 
the 2018 Times Higher 
Education (THE) 
World University 
Rankings.



Background of South Africa and Stellenbosch University

20181933

1918

The founding years and pre-1994

SU established 
with 6 faculties 
from previous 
Victoria college.

1950’s -1970s 20071990 - 2000 2018

First black 
Vice Chancellor, Prof 
Russel Botman
appointed. 
"We can only feel 
satisfied that there is 
fair access when the 
daughter of the farm 
worker has the same 
future opportunities 
as the son of the 
farmer.”

SU commemorates 
Centenary. 
Vice Chancellor,  Prof 
Wim de Villiers officially 
apologizes on behalf of 
institution for its role in 
injustices of the past

Era of democracy and beyond 

Various laws later 
known as ‘Apartheid’ 
passed by the 
Nationalist Party. SU 
played an active role 
in passing these laws.

Abolishing 
Apartheid 
(1990), first 
democratic 
elections 
(1994), and 
adopting a new 
constitution 
(1996)



Historically we’ve come a long way 
Under the laws of 
Apartheid,  Black 
students were not 
allowed access to 
Stellenbosch 
University and had 
to seek tertiary 
education at 
‘dedicated’ 
institutions

In 1978, the first 
group of Black 
Students were 
enrolled at  
Stellenbosch 
University for certain 
courses after it was 
determined that these 
courses were not 
offered elsewhere. 

"We can only feel satisfied that there is fair access when the 
daughter of the farm worker has the same future 
opportunities as the son of the farmer.”  - Prof R. Botman“ ”

Yvonne Dyum, the daughter of farmworkers of a 
Stellenbosch Winefarm, received her medical degree in 
2016 at Stellenbosch University



Background to Quality Assurance in HE

1996

The White Paper on 
Higher Education
(White Paper 3 of 
1997) introduced QA 
to higher education

Transformation in HE 
was the key post-
apartheid focus, to 
address equity and 
redress, institutional 
autonomy, 
democratization, 
development and 
public accountability.

1997

The Higher Education 
Act (Act 101 of 1997) 
established the 
Higher Education 
Quality Committee 
(HEQC) as a 
permanent 
committee of the 
Council on Higher 
Education (CHE).

2001

The HEQCs Founding 
Document of 2001 
(CHE, 2001) 
established the QA 
framework on the 
following criteria:

 Fitness for purpose
 Fitness of purpose
 Cost effectiveness 

(value for money)
 Transformation 



Quality Assurance at Stellenbosch University

Adopts the National QA framework:

o Fitness for purpose 
o Fitness of purpose
o Cost effectiveness (value for money)
o Transformation 

SU began its 1st cycle of QA in 1994 

2018-2023 sees SU in its 5th cycle of QA [25 years]



What are students supposed to do?

o The Council on Higher Education (CHE) (2000) and SU both 
advocate for student representation/participation in the QA 
process 

BUT at SU:

 The Roles of students in the QA process are not clearly defined
 Students are not provided with information or guidelines
 Students rarely are active participants in the QA process

o As the QA practitioner at SU, I am more often than not, asked 
the question: 

“What are students supposed to do as part of the QA process, especially 
as part of the internal self-evaluation committee”?

What are 
students 
supposed 
to do?



Background to study
o The lack of student participation and voice in the QA process at SU.
o The student protest especially during 2015 – 2016 (#Fees must fall).
o The practices of sparqs (Student Partnerships in Quality Scotland) interested me.
o CHE (SA) invited Eve Lewis to Facilitate a National student workshop: Developing Student Engagement in Quality Assurance 

and Enhancement, in South Africa.
o CHE’s commitment to student participation in QA? 
o Timing was right = start of the 5th Cycle of QA at SU,



To explore the student’s perception of the QA workshops in preparation for 
the internal QA process
Using the QA process of the Faculty of Theology (2018) as my case study

Purpose of study

Selection of students
and sample size

Methodology

The Study

36 students were selected by the Faculty of Theology, 
representative of all the levels of study.
All 36 students attended the workshops but only 16 
students were available for the semi-structured interviews.

A qualitative research approach was used.
36 students that were selected by the Faculty of Theology, participate in the 
workshop.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 16 out of 36 students that 
attended the workshop (ethical clearance).
Students were invited to participate in the interview.



The Workshops

2 workshops were organised: 
 one at the beginning of the QA process – Phase 1 and 

2
 the second just before the site visit by the external 

panel – Phase 3

Students are involved in three phases in the QA process

The self-
evaluation 
committee

Feedback to 
the draft self-
evaluation 
report

Interview by 
the external 
panel 

PHASE 1 PHASE 2

PHASE 3



QA 
workshops

Workshop 1 Workshop 2

Background Information:

o National structure 
o CHE and SU’s view of quality 

within the South African context
o QA process at SU
o Criteria used 
o Role of Students in QA process

Role of students: 
Self-evaluation committee 

& Report

o Give voice to concerns
o Questions and constructive 

feedback
o Graduate attributes
o Partnership role
o Confidence and respect
o Feedback to draft self-evaluation 

report

Interview session: 
External panel members

o What to expect?

o Detail of EEP members 

o Possible questions 

o Confidence and respect

o Constructive feedback

o Engaging and asking questions

o Issues of confidentiality

The Workshops continued….
[In preparation for phase 1 and 2]



o Ethical clearance was granted to interview the students

o Students were invited to the semi-structured interviews

o The key question "Did the workshop prepare you
sufficiently enough to participate in the QA process",
Guided the interview session.

The semi-structured interview

Did the workshop 
prepare you sufficiently 
enough to participate in the 
QA process?



Feedback from the interviews

Interview
Responses

Phase 1
self-evaluation 
committee

Phase 2
Feedback to 
draft self-
evaluation 
report

Phase 3
Interview: 
panel

Never heard about 
QA. Unaware of 
info. Student 
Leaders–did not 
know about QA

… gave us the 
opportunity to be 
open and honest. 
Glad that the Dean 
could hear our 
concerns.

Gained a better 
understanding 
how departments 
and faculties 
operates 

Workshops gave 
background 
to the report.
Criteria help me 
understand the 
report.

I was able to give 
feedback to the 
draft report

Reading the 
report was a 
great Privilege 

Reading the 
report gave me 
insight into the 
departments 

I was 
comfortable –
familiar with 
details of EEP

Experience was 
wonderful. 

I knew what to 
expect – no 
surprises.Panel was 

engaging and 
was listening to 
us



Findings

o None of the students were aware 
of QA or its processes at SU

o Students found the workshop 
useful because they are now  
aware of quality and how this 
functions within HE

o Students realized that they can 
voice their concerns and give 
constructive feedback

o Students found the basic and 
relevant information (criteria) and 
the clear guidelines on their role 
in the QA process valuable



Other 
significant 
Findings

o Students play a central role in the shaping, assessing and 
improving the quality of their learning experiences and for HE 
in general. (Singh, 2004, Improving Quality in Higher Education: 
whose Responsibility?). 

o Students appreciated the transparent process of QA and that 
they had the opportunity to give feedback.

o Students felt a sense of partnership between themselves and 
staff and this changed their understanding of the departments 
and faculty and expressed appreciation for their interest in 
them.

o Students requested for regular staff / student discussions in 
“safe spaces” so that the faculty can draw on their insights and 
not only through the student feedback process. 








The workshop(s) can offer opportunities 
to create meaningful QA processes, 

systems and good practices

Conclusion



Thank you!
Maya Sutherland

sutherland@sun.ac.za
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