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Abstract 

The Further Education and Training (FET) and Higher Education and Training (HET) 

bands in South Africa are characterised by major challenges resulting in the high rate of 

unemployment in the country despite the promulgation of a plethora of transformative 

pieces of legislation post-1994. These challenges include failure by post-matric 

applicants to meet minimum university requirements for admission; unemployed 

graduates; and tension within the higher education and Training (HET) band among 

various quality assurance bodies and explicit mutual doubt about each other’s capacity 

to perform quality assurance of HE learning programmes. In an endeavour to find 

solutions to these problems, the researcher contemplated whether the cause could not 

be the current system of quality assurance in South Africa. This perception has 

dominated the current discourse on quality assurance, which has warranted a need for 

research in this area to find concrete answers to the current problems, as well as 

potential solutions. 

In this study, the Council on Higher Education (CHE) and Sector Education and Training 

Authorities (SETAs) are used as units of analysis to determine the veracity of the 

arguments pervading the current quality assurance discourse that there are uneven 

levels for quality and different and presumably inconsistent varying capacities for quality 

assurance in the current education system.  

The objective of the study was to test the veracity of this hypothesis for the purposes of 

making recommendations informed by concrete and scientific empirical data. 

The major findings of this study are that the South African Qualification Authority (SAQA) 

policy, requiring CHE and the Higher Education Quality Committee (HEQC) to co-

ordinate the entire HET band, has not been implemented as envisaged. The degrees of 

quality assurance and capacity for quality assurance in South Africa vary dramatically 

between the SETAs and CHE and also among the SETAs when compared with one 

another, and there is a lack of consistency and co-ordination at National Qualification 

Framework (NQF) Level 5. Furthermore, the current legislative framework underpinning 

the SETAs and CHE is fundamentally contradictory. 
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On the basis of these findings it is recommended that the current quality assurance and 

accreditation system be overhauled by bringing about one council responsible for the 

quality assurance and accreditation of all workplace and vocationally orientated learning 

programmes in line with international best practices. CHE should concentrate on 

learning programmes that are academically orientated. Lastly, the current legislative 

framework governing the operations of SETAs and CHE should be amended. 
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Opsomming 

Die Verdere-Onderwys-en-Opleidings- (VOO-) en die Hoëronderwys-en-Opleidings- 

(HOO-)band in Suid-Afrika staan tans voor groot uitdagings in die land wat tot hoë 

werkloosheid bydra, ten spyte van die bekendmaking van ’n oorvloed transformatiewe 

wetgewing ná 1994. Hierdie uitdagings sluit in die nalating van gematrikuleerde 

aansoekers om aan minimumvereistes vir universiteitstoelating te voldoen; werklose 

gegradueerdes; en spanning in die hoëronderwysband tussen verskeie 

gehalteversekeringsliggame en uitgesproke wedersydse twyfel in mekaar se vermoë om 

gehalteversekering van hoëronderwysleerprogramme uit te voer. In ’n poging om 

oplossings tot hierdie probleme te vind, het die navorser dit oorweeg of die oorsaak nie 

moontlik die huidige stelsel van gehalteversekering in Suid-Afrika is nie. Hierdie siening 

oorheers die huidige diskoers oor gehalteversekering, wat navorsing op hierdie gebied 

noodsaak om konkrete antwoorde vir die huidige probleme asook moontlike oplossings 

te vind. 

In hierdie studie is die Raad op Hoër Onderwys (CHE) en Sektorale Onderwys- en 

Opleidingsowerhede (SOOO’s) as ontledingseenhede gebruik om die geldigheid van die 

argumente onderliggend aan die huidige diskoers oor gehalteversekering, naamlik dat 

daar ongelyke vlakke van gehalte en verskillende en waarskynlik inkonsekwente, 

wisselende vermoëns vir gehalteversekering in die huidige onderwysstelsel bestaan, te 

bepaal.  

Die oogmerk van die studie was om die geldigheid van hierdie hipotese te toets ten 

einde aanbevelings op grond van konkrete en wetenskaplike, empiriese data te maak. 

Die hoofbevindinge van hierdie studie is dat die Suid-Afrikaanse Kwalifikasieowerheid 

(SAKO) se beleid, wat bepaal dat CHE en die Gehaltekomitee vir Hoër Onderwys 

(HEQC) die hele HOO-band koördineer, nie volgens plan geïmplementeer is nie. Die 

grade van gehalteversekering en die vermoë vir gehalteversekering in Suid-Afrika verskil 

dramaties tussen die SOOO’s en CHE en ook onder SETA’s wanneer hulle met mekaar 

vergelyk word, en daar is ook ’n gebrek aan konsekwentheid en koördinering in die 

Nasionale Kwalifikasieraamwerk (NKR) se Vlak 5-leerprogramme. Voorts is die huidige 

wetgewing wat die SOOO’s en CHE onderstut in wese teenstrydig. 
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Op grond van hierdie bevindinge word aanbeveel dat die huidige gehalteversekering- en 

akkreditasiestelsel deeglik hersien word deur een raad te stig wat verantwoordelik is vir 

die gehalteversekering en akkreditasie van alle professionele en beroepsgeoriënteerde 

leerprogramme in ooreenstemming met internasionale beste praktyke. CHE moet 

konsentreer op leerprogramme wat akademies georiënteer is. Laastens moet die huidige 

wetgewende raamwerk wat die bedrywighede van die SOOO’s en CHE beheer, gewysig 

word. 
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CHAPTER 1.  
INTRODUCTION AND RESEARCH APPROACH 

1.1 BACKGROUND 

Prior to the ushering in of the democratic dispensation in South Africa in 1994, the 

accreditation, approval or recognition of higher education (HE) institutions was regarded 

as the responsibility of the Minister of Education and the Department of Education 

(DoE). The recognition or approval of institutions was a highly regulated terrain and no 

education institution could provide any form of public or private HE without the approval 

of the DoE and the Minister as the political head. 

The quality assurance of technikon programmes was done by the Certification Council 

for Technikon Education (SERTEC) and the university programmes were quality assured 

by the Quality Promotion Unit (QPU) of the South African Universities Vice-Chancellors 

Association (SAUVCA) (Council on Higher Education, 2000). 

However, formal education and training within the workplace, industries and private 

sector were not regulated and any Education, Training and Development (ETD) provider 

could provide any form of training without necessarily going through all the bureaucratic 

requirements of the quality assurance bodies. Any form of regulation of the industry 

training only took place in those sub-sectors regulated by the Industry Training Boards 

(ITBs). It is only in the latter case that there was a need for compliance with the industry 

boards’ requirements. 

In a nutshell, the private sector and industry training was not so highly regulated before 

the Sector Education and Training Authorities (SETA) dispensation. The absence of co-

ordinated regulation of all the sectors, other than by ITBs, and stringent requirements set 

by the ITBs lead to the mushrooming of fly-by-night schools and education/training 

providers. 

The democratically-elected South African government brought about a plethora of pieces 

of legislation which were geared towards bringing about transformation in the political 

and educational landscapes. Some of this legislation, like the South African Qualification 

Authority Act No. 58 of 1995 and the Skills Development Act No. 97 of 1998, were meant 
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to ensure co-ordinated approach to the accreditation of education and training providers 

in South Africa within the parameters of the National Qualifications Framework (NQF).  

The promulgation of these pieces of legislation made it mandatory for all education and 

training providers to be accredited. The SAQA Act No. 58 of 1995 and its associated 

Education and Training Quality Assurance (ETQA) regulations R1127 of 1998 made it 

the responsibility of the SETAs to accredit constituent education and training providers 

within their respective economic sectors. This invariably made NQF Level 5, bordering 

between HE and further education bands, an area of contestation between SETAs and 

previously existing statutory Education and Training Quality Assurance bodies like 

Umalusi, which is responsible for the General Education and Training (GET) and the 

Further Education and Training (FET) bands, the Council on Higher Education (CHE) 

which is responsible for the HET band and many other professional councils and bodies 

operating in terms of their own empowering legislation (Zulu, 2006).  

On the other hand, the Higher Education Act of 1997 (HEA) brought into existence the 

CHE to ensure the accreditation of all HE institutions that were offering education from 

NQF levels 5 to 8. 

According to SETA websites consulted on 17 May 2007, 14 out of 14 SETAs accredit 

Level 5 learning programmes; 5 out of 14 accredit learning programmes at NQF Level 6; 

3 out of 14 accredit Level 7 programmes and 2 out of 14 accredit programmes at NQF 

Level 8. Based on this analysis there is sufficient evidence to prove that more than 14 

out of all 23 SETAs are currently responsible for accrediting learning programmes at 

NQF Level 5, which is the first and entry NQF level of the HE band of which CHE is the 

custodian (Department of Labour Publication, 2008).  

The fact that the overlap with CHE occurs not only at Level 5, but also levels 6, 7 and 8 

of the NQF, indicates that the problem under investigation could even be wider and more 

entrenched. 

For a body that was accustomed to being the quality assurance watchdog for training 

taking place within the HE band, this overlap between CHE and SETAs created tension 

in the implementation of the new accreditation and quality assurance systems under the 

auspices of SAQA. This overlap was created by what the CHE founding document calls 

“complex regulatory framework” and contributed to “uneven levels of experience and 
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capacity for quality assurance” in the South Africa education system (Council on Higher 

Education, 2001:10). 

The CHE, which had all along been supported by the DoE to accredit HE institutions and 

had gained credibility in this area, began to cast aspersions and doubts regarding the 

accreditation and quality assurance systems of the SETAs. This tension between the 

SETAs and CHE has manifested itself in very few Memoranda of Understanding (MOUs) 

signed between the SETAs and the CHE. The latter has further resulted in learnership 

graduates produced by SETA-accredited providers, not being recognised by HE 

institutions, more especially when they apply for admission into HE learning 

programmes. 

1.2 RATIONALE FOR THE STUDY 

There is a perception by CHE that there are currently uneven levels of ensuring quality 

of learning programmes in the country. The CHE founding document states that “in the 

context of a complex regulatory environment in the country as well as vastly uneven 

levels of experience of and capacity for quality assurance in the current system, the 

successful introduction of the national quality assurance dispensation in higher 

education requires the HEQC to phase in its work over a period of time” (Council on 

Higher Education, 2001:10). 

This research seeks to investigate and compare the accreditation systems of CHE and 

SETAs to determine the veracity of the arguments and widely-held views advanced by 

CHE, the DoE and the professional bodies that there are uneven levels of experience 

and capacity for quality assurance in South Africa. The implications of these views for 

the delivery of public services and the quality of outputs are also addressed.  

This research further seeks to investigate merits and demerits in the current 

accreditation and quality assurance systems of both SETAs and CHE and aims to 

investigate the reasons and the impact thereof. Recommendations are made that will 

serve as basis for interventions and further research. 

This research is based on the assumption or the hypothesis that the accreditation 

systems of CHE and the SETAs are incompatible, and therefore could have disastrous 

consequences for NQF Level 5 and above learning programmes as well as the 
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graduates they produce. Since the inception of the SETAs the NQF Level 5 learning 

programmes have been a strongly contested area, more especially between SETAs and 

CHE, as evidenced by the lack of MOUs governing the relationship between these two 

structures of quality assurance. This study further investigates the implications and the 

impact of the absence of the common regulatory framework between SETAs and CHE 

and explores alternative models of implementation using both local literature and 

international good practices. 

1.3 RESEARCH PROBLEMS 

There are currently perceptions advanced by not only CHE and the DoE, but also by 

other quality assurance bodies such as Umalusi, professional bodies and councils, HE 

institutions and even SETAs, that there are varying degrees of quality in the current 

learning programmes within the HE band, and different capacities for quality assurance 

and accreditation in the wake of multiple accreditations that are taking place, especially 

with regard to NQF Level 5 and above learning programmes. The veracity of these 

allegations, scepticisms and arguments are investigated as a core unit of analysis in this 

research. 

The mere fact that there are different education and training quality assurance bodies 

involved in the accreditation of learning programmes at NQF Level 5 makes the degree 

of quality dubious and makes South Africans cast aspersions on the quality of the 

accreditation and quality assurance system. No study has yet been conducted to 

determine the impact and the implications of the current system in South Africa. 

The CHE, in its founding document (Council on Higher Education, 2001), indicated that 

there is a complex regulatory framework in this country. This calls for policy analysis to 

determine the impact of this complexity in the current system. From the initial statement 

made by CHE one can conclude that the complexity of the current regulatory framework 

could be one of the factors leading to uneven levels of quality and varying degrees of 

capacity for quality assurance and accreditation. This study will test this hypothesis 

through a qualitative empirical research design. 

1.4 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

The objectives of this research are to 
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• compare and contrast the two quality assurance and accompanying accreditation 

systems; 

• assess and describe the implications of the current CHE and SETA accreditation 

systems; 

• test the veracity and the validity of the arguments that there are uneven levels of 

quality and different capacities for quality assurance and accreditation in the 

South African education system; 

• construct an alternative model for quality assurance implementation; 

• assess current policy implementation and accompanying procedures, processes 

and systems; and 

• reveal findings to confirm or refute the hypothesis. 

1.5 RESEARCH DESIGN 

A qualitative and naturalistic research design was used in this research to describe and 

evaluate NQF Level 5 and above learning programmes, and focussed predominantly on 

the process of implementation. Various evaluation concepts, techniques and findings 

were used to foster desired improvements and to reach conclusive conclusions. To 

enhance this kind of research design, the entire research process relied on semi-

structured expert interviews, questionnaires, and formal and informal academic 

discussions with all relevant SETA, SAQA and CHE/HEQC officials. 

The quality assurance managers within the SETAs are the key officials in terms of 

practicing and implementing quality assurance and accreditation policies, processes and 

procedures. Informal face-to-face interviews were conducted with these officials. The 

researcher held semi-structured expert interviews with quality assurance managers to 

solicit more information. The questionnaires and interviews served as the basis to 

compare SETA collective approaches, systems, processes to accreditation and quality 

assurance to what is done by CHE/HEQC. 

Semi-structured interviews were also held with SAQA as a body responsible for all 

quality assurance bodies, including the CHE/HEQC. Some interviews were held with 

officials of CHE/HEQC as a result of their direct custodianship for accreditation and 

learning programme approval within the HET band.   
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1.6 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

The documentation was analysed, interviews were conducted and questionnaires were 

used as research tools to gather data from all SETAs, SAQA and CHE. The intention 

was to interview ETQA managers of targeted SETAs, SAQA and CHE. Generic and 

open-ended questions were used during interviews; and academic discussions were 

held and questionnaires used to collect data. This enabled all the respondents to give 

generic and open-ended answers in terms of their SETA and CHE experiences, 

procedures, processes and systems regarding their accreditation and quality assurance 

systems, and gave them the opportunity to provide additional information relevant to this 

study. 

As a measure of ensuring consistency in data gathering and the availability of accurate 

data, the researcher personally conducted face-to-face semi-structured interviews and 

academic discussions with the officials responsible for the accreditation of providers and 

quality assurance in the SETAs, CHE and SAQA.    

All the salient points discussed during academic discussions and semi-structured 

interviews were noted in writing. The data gathered from interviews, discussions and 

questionnaires was subsequently analysed in order to glean requisite information on 

aspects that pertain to accreditation and quality assurance systems for SETAs and CHE. 

Finally, all information gleaned was summarised into research findings. This summary 

and analysis led to informed and conclusive conclusions and inferences. 

1.7 CONCLUSION 

It is critical that one should emphasise the fact that current challenges in the South 

African education system emanate from legislative, strategic and operational 

governance phenomena and political pronouncements giving birth to current 

contradictory legislation, as has been indicated by CHE and its permanent HE quality 

committees. Therefore, latest literature and the current academic discourse reveal that 

legislative complexity is an overarching area breeding currently unwarranted 

contradictions and uneven and varying capacities for quality assurance in the South 

African education system. This is exacerbated by seemingly bureaucratic turf wars 

between the DoE and the Department of Labour (DoL) under the auspices of their 
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political heads. All these areas of seeming contestations were further explored in this 

research. 

In order to find a lasting solution to the current accreditation and quality assurance 

problems it is crucial to assess what is happening internationally in this area. The details 

of the systems in other countries will be explored in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 2.  
GENERAL LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL 

FRAMEWORK 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter aims to provide a theoretical framework and to create an international 

context to which quality assurance and accreditation issues in South Africa can be 

related. Therefore, firstly, the key concepts of quality assurance and accreditation (as 

well as related concepts) are reviewed from an international perspective. Secondly, with 

special reference to Australia, the qualification frameworks, systems, practices as well 

as the organisational arrangement are considered. The focus is on Australia for the 

following reasons: 

• Their system is excellently documented on the internet. 

• They have or are reviewing and updating their system and comparing their efforts 

with international good practices. 

• Their system is well researched and cited in the research literature. 

Although the main focus is on Australia, the situation in the United Kingdom (UK), the 

European Union (EU) and the United States of America (USA) will receive some 

comparative comments. In addition, the World Bank has published several papers on 

aspects of quality assurance in sub-Saharan Africa by Materu (2007) and Bloom, 

Canning and Chan (2006). These are also considered. 

This chapter indicates that the process of creating accreditation and quality assurance 

systems is never as smooth as indicated by the Australian education system. Generally, 

the literature on other countries that was consulted indicated a separation between HE 

and Vocational Education and Training (VET). Unitary overarching accreditation and 

quality assurance agencies have been established as done by USA Federal 

Government, especially in the 1990s. This chapter explains how this was done in USA 

and also considers the Australian education system. It has also been discovered that in 

developed countries such as the USA and Australia, as well as in developing countries 

in sub-Sahara, the state is fully involved in the quality assurance processes through 

state-established agencies. 
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On the basis of the literature consulted and countries researched, good models of quality 

assurance implementation, as opposed to the best international practices, are proposed. 

The researcher had to examine models of good implementation, as underpinned by the 

literature, which South Africa can use in its quest to deal with the current systemic 

problems. This chapter also examines theoretical and conceptual frameworks and 

approaches that underpin quality assurance and accreditation as supported by the 

literature. The literature used included research on organisational and implementation 

theory, systems perspectives, which include open and closed systems, and the strategic 

constituency approach. These theories explain the nature of the problem that South 

Africa is grappling with and suggests possible solutions. 

This study focuses on the accreditation of educational learning programmes in South 

Africa at the first two post-secondary school levels in South Africa (Level 5 in terms of 

the SAQA NQF). The main theoretical issues regarding the accreditation of higher 

educational programmes will be addressed in this chapter, while the South African 

institutional and functional framework within which these activities take place will be 

dealt with in Chapter 3.  

According to Harman and Meek (2000), quality and quality assurance became a key 

issue for HE institutions internationally in the 1990s. In many countries, the leaders and 

managers of HE systems and institutions became concerned about quality and how to 

put in place appropriate quality assurance mechanisms. Pressure for this concern with 

quality came from various quarters. On the one hand, governments, concerned about 

the spiralling costs of HE, intervened in order to ensure that standards are maintained at 

an appropriate level. On the one hand, the rapid increases in enrolments and the 

concurrent decreasing financial support per student raised doubts about whether quality 

was being maintained. Quality issues dominated the HE debate in many countries, as 

ministers, bureaucrats, employers and business interests became increasingly 

concerned about the outputs of HE institutions and the suitability of graduates to meet 

the needs of employers. Many politicians questioned whether their societies were getting 

real value for their massive investment in HE, and urged their governments to adopt 

mechanisms to achieve more control over the work that HE institutions do. The quest for 

quality and accountability was further indicated by the desire of many countries to 

become and remain internationally competitive in a world where interdependence in 

trade is rapidly growing. In addition, there was more emphasis on quality associated with 
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increased mobility of professional and skilled labour, and a greater need for recognition 

of qualifications across national boundaries 

2.2 DEFINITION OF CONCEPTS 

This section of the thesis gives a brief definition of all commonly used concepts and 

terminology used in the study. It is also an endeavour to give a broader explanation of 

the applicability of difficult concepts for the purposes of ensuring a common 

understanding and usage by the reader of this thesis. 

2.2.1 Accreditation 
On Wikipedia, accreditation is defined as follows:   

Accreditation is a type of quality assurance process under which a facility’s or 

institution’s services and operations are examined by a third-party accrediting 

agency to determine if applicable standards are met. Should the facility meet the 

accrediting agency’s standards, the facility receives accredited status from the 

accrediting agency. In most countries in the world, the function of accreditation for 

educational institutions is conducted by a government ministry of education. In the 

United States, however, educational accreditation is performed by private non-

profit membership associations. (Wikipedia, Accreditation) 

According to Harman and Meek (2000: vi), “[a]ccreditation refers to a process of 

assessment and review which enables an HE course or institution to be recognised or 

certified as meeting appropriate standards”. The term ‘accreditation in higher education’ 

originally came from the United States, but over the years many of the key ideas have 

been adopted by professional associations and government agencies internationally.  

Brown (2004:173–174), in his book entitled Quality assurance in higher education: the 

UK experience since 1992, defines accreditation as follows: 

Finally, ‘accreditation’ is used in two main senses: to denote approval of a 

particular programme for purposes of professional recognition (by a professional or 

statutory body) and/or to indicate a process whereby an institution’s total provision 

receives approval or authorisation by an external regulatory body.  
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Frazer (1992:11–12) defines accreditation as follows: “This term has different meanings 

in various parts of the world. In the North American sense it can apply either to 

institutions or to programmes (subject or professional areas)”.  

Accreditation assures the educational community, the general public, and other 

agencies or organizations that an institution or programme (a) has clearly defined 

and educationally appropriate objectives, (b) maintains conditions under which 

their achievement can reasonably be expected, (c) is in fact accomplishing them 

substantially, and (d) can be expected to continue to do so (Chenay, 1990 as cited 

by Frazer 1992:11–12 ). 

SAQA states that accreditation means the certification, usually for a particular time, of a 

person, or a body or an institution as having the capacity to fulfil a particular function in 

quality assurance system (SAQA, 1995:69). This particularly South African version of 

accreditation is adopted for use in this document. 

2.2.2 Quality 
The international literature on quality and quality assurance in HE reveals deep 

difficulties and ambiguities in the definition of a number of key terms (Harman & Meek, 

2000). This is so, because ‘quality’ deals with a number of complex notions. In the 

literature there is only broad agreement about what quality is. In fact, within many 

institutions there are often quite surprising variations of views about the essential 

elements of quality. What characteristics of institutional work are regarded as being of 

the greatest value and why, and what constitutes academic performance at the highest 

level and how can such performance be recognised? Such questions are complex and 

can generate widely divergent answers (Harman & Meek, 2000). 

Assessment of quality presents technical difficulties: 

Apart from differences of views in the academic debate, managers and experts in 

educational measurement for many years have been wrestling with difficult 

technical questions about such matters as measuring academic performance of 

students, comparing academic standards over time and between different 

institutions, and devising means to ensure that teaching in academic departments 

or institutions is of consistently high quality. (Harman & Meek, 2000:9)  
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Consequently, Harman and Meek (2000:8–9) conclude: 

By quality in the context of higher education, we mean a judgment about the level 

of goal achievement and the value and worth of that achievement. It is a judgment 

about the degree to which activities or outputs have desirable characteristics, 

according to some norm or against particular specified criteria or objectives.  

Ball (1985) (as cited by Harman and Meek, 2000:8–9), refers to quality as ‘fitness for 

purpose’. According to this definition, a course of study in an HE institution is of 

satisfactory quality when it conforms to the particular standards or levels of achievement 

for the purpose it was designed. In the absence of any overall agreed standards in an 

HE system, it is necessary for institutions to specify their mission, goals and objectives 

and then be evaluated against these. 

The positive aspects of different perspectives of quality are illustrated by Harman and 

Meek (2000), with reference to three studies: Firstly, that of Birnbaum (1994, cited in 

Harman & Meek, 2000), who categorises American college presidents as having 

meritocratic, social and/or individualistic views of quality. Secondly, Lindsay (1992, cited 

in Harman & Meek, 2000) has identified two distinct approaches to discussions of quality 

in HE. One approach treats quality as a synonym for performance, so much so that 

discussions of quality revolve around the definition and measurement of resources and 

outcomes. The other approach is based on assessments by various key actors involved 

in HE. Thirdly, Middlehurst (1992, cited in Harman & Meek, 2000) identifies four different 

ways that the term ‘quality’ has been used in the recent HE debate, primarily in the UK. 

These are: quality as a defining characteristic or attribute; quality as a grade of 

achievement; quality as a particularly high level of performance or achievement which, 

by virtue of general consensus and reasonable stability over time, comes to be seen as 

a standard against which to judge others; and quality as fitness for purpose achieved 

through performance that meets specifications.  

In the SAQA document of 2003, The National Qualifications Framework and Quality 

Assurance, SAQA formulates its vision for the NQF and its core values that provide the 

rationale for this project. It is interesting that this document does not attempt to define 

‘quality’; instead it confirms that such definitions should evolve and be determined 

democratically: 
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The NQF is a social construct whose meaning has been and will continue to be 

negotiated by the people, for the people. It is a lifelong learning system that brings 

together South Africans from a variety of socio-economic backgrounds 

representing a variety of worldviews, thinking, practice and experience to negotiate 

and define quality through the synthesis of these. (SAQA, 2003:3)  

What is SAQA’s understanding of ‘quality’? 

The commitment to developing representative and participatory processes and 

structures in which a variety of views, thinking, practice and experience are 

brought to bear on the development and implementation of the NQF points to an 

understanding of quality. Implicit is the notion that the definition and understanding 

of quality is arrived at through broad participation, negotiation and synthesis. 

(SAQA, 2003:3–4) 

2.2.3 Quality assurance 
The term ‘quality assurance’ has come into the HE vocabulary only over the past decade 

or so (Harman & Meek, 2000). Brown (2004:173) defines quality assurance as “all those 

planned and systematic activities to provide adequate confidence that a product or 

service will satisfy given requirements for quality”.  

While there are many definitions of quality assurance in the literature, in essence quality 

assurance refers to systematic management and assessment procedures adopted to 

monitor performance and achievements and to ensure achievement of specified quality 

or improved quality (Harman & Meek, 2000:11). 

Frazer (1992:10–11) states the following: 

Quality Assurance as defined here, and by many in the industry, has four 

components. These are that: 1) everyone in the enterprise has a responsibility for 

maintaining the quality of the product or service (i.e. the sub-standard rarely 

reaches the quality controllers because it has been rejected at source); 2) 

everyone in the enterprise has a responsibility for enhancing the quality of the 

product or service; 3) everyone in the enterprise understands, uses and feels 

ownership of the systems which are in place for maintaining and enhancing quality; 
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and 4) management (and sometimes the customer or client) regularly checks the 

validity and viability of the systems for quality.  

Brown (2004:173) notes the following paradox between quality assurance and external 

quality regulation: 

Throughout this book, the term ‘quality assurance’ is used to denote quality 

assurance conducted by, or under the aegis of, an agency external to the 

institution concerned. Strictly speaking, this is incorrect. Only those who design 

and deliver programmes of study, and assess and accredit the resulting learning, 

can actually ‘assure’ the quality of those processes. Moreover, using the term in 

this way equates quality assurance with external quality regulation. This is both 

misleading and dangerous. It is misleading because external quality assurance 

can only ever be a fraction of the total quality assurance taking place in relation to 

a particular programme or qualification. It is dangerous because it implies that the 

necessary reassurance can only come from external regulation. Yet it is only in 

exceptional circumstances, when a system is in rapid development or where there 

is a serious crisis in quality at a particular institution, that external regulation really 

comes into play, and both of these are pretty rare in mature systems. For these 

reasons, external quality ‘evaluation’ is the correct term. Nevertheless ‘quality 

assurance’ is the term used in the book. 

2.2.4 Higher Education (and Training) and Vocational Education and 
Training 

In South Africa reference is made to the Higher Education and Training (HET) band. In 

the European tradition a clear distinction is drawn between HE and VET.  

On Wikipedia, higher education is defined as follows: 

Higher education is education provided by universities (community colleges, liberal 

arts colleges, and technical colleges, etc.) and other collegial institutions that 

award academic degrees, such as career colleges. . . . Post-secondary or tertiary 

education, also referred to as third-stage, third- level education, or higher 

education, is the non-compulsory educational level following the completion of a 

school providing a secondary education, such as a high school, secondary school, 

or gymnasium. Tertiary education is normally taken to include undergraduate and 
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postgraduate education, as well as vocational education and training. Colleges and 

universities are the main institutions that provide tertiary education (sometimes 

known collectively as tertiary institutions). (Wikipedia, Higher Education) 

VET is defined on Wikipedia as follows: 

Vocational education (or Vocational Education and Training (VET), also called 

Career and Technical Education (CTE)) prepares learners for careers that are 

based on manual or practical activities, traditionally non-academic and totally 

related to a specific trade, occupation or vocation, hence the term, in which the 

learner participates. It is sometimes referred to as technical education, as the 

learner directly develops expertise in a particular group of techniques or 

technology. (Wikipedia, Vocational education) 

The difference between HET and VET is summarised as follows:  

Vocational education might be contrasted with education in a usually broader 

scientific field, which might concentrate on theory and abstract conceptual 

knowledge, characteristic of tertiary education. Vocational education can be at the 

secondary or post-secondary level and can interact with the apprenticeship 

system. Increasingly, vocational education can be recognised in terms of 

recognition of prior learning and partial academic credit towards tertiary education 

(e.g. at a university) as credit; however, it is rarely considered in its own form to fall 

under the traditional definition of a higher education. . . . Up until the end of the 

twentieth century, vocational education focused on specific trades such as, for 

example, an automobile mechanic or welder, and was therefore associated with 

the activities of lower social classes. As a consequence, it attracted a level of 

stigma. Vocational education is related to the age-old apprenticeship system of 

learning. (Wikipedia, Vocational education) 

Moreover, a distinction is often drawn between at least two types of HE: 

There are two types of higher education in the UK: higher general education and 

higher vocational education. Higher education in the United States specifically 

refers to post-secondary institutions that offer associate degrees, baccalaureate 

degrees, master’s degrees or Ph.D. degrees or equivalents. Such institutions may 
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offer non-degree certificates which indicate completion of a set of courses 

comprising some body of knowledge, but the granting of such certificates is not the 

primary purpose of the institution. Tertiary education is not a term used in 

reference to post-secondary institutions in the United States. (Wikipedia, 

Secondary education) 

The Australian system also recognises at least two distinct sectors: HE and VET 

(Department of Education and Training, 2005). The same applies to the European 

Union. SAQA, on the other hand, has adopted a unifying approach to the South African 

educational system. Consequently, it merges vocational and academic education 

(beyond Level 5) into the HET band (SAQA, 2003). 

2.3 THEORETICAL AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORKS AND 
APPROACHES UNDERPINNING CURRENT ACCREDITATION AND 
QUALITY ASSURANCE 

The nature of the research conducted renders it ideal to examine different theories to 

determine the root cause of the current accreditation and quality assurance problem. 

Against this backdrop, organisation and implementation theory, a systems perspective 

and a strategic constituency approaches are explained in detail to inform the cause of 

the current academic research problem and to inform the accreditation problem faced by 

the South African education system. 

2.3.1 Organisation and implementation theory 
O’Toole (2000:263) bemoans the fact that, in democratic societies, noble policies often 

fail to be implemented: “Similarly, even as the researchers seem not to have solved the 

implementation puzzle, practitioners continue to find themselves enmeshed in the vexing 

challenges of converting policy intent into efficacious action”. 

Hodgkinson (1983) proposes a holistic view of the administrative process. His model 

distinguishes very sharply between the logically different categories 

 of administration (policy making) and management (policy implementation). According 

to this model, organisational values are formulated by top level administration through 

philosophical processes (e.g. argument, logic and value clarification). This is the level of 

the idea. The latter must be translated into a plan and a written document. This must 
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then be debated and political support must be mustered. The idea has now entered the 

domain of power, resource control and politics. Note the movement from the realm of 

ideas to the level of people. Coalitions must be formed, and persons persuaded as 

power and support is marshalled around the project or plan. The rubric of policy making 

involves these three processes of translating ideas into a plan, and of harnessing political 

and financial support for that plan. After policy making follows policy implementation. 

Policy implementation requires the mobilisation of people and resources around the 

organisational vision. It involves a critical shift from the administrative phase to a 

managerial one. Therefore, a shift from the predominantly philosophical process of policy 

making to the more practical aspects of management of actions and processes to achieve 

the organisation plans takes place.  

Hodgkinson concludes that realisation or actualisation of any organisational goal 

depends above all on the successful negotiation of this latter phase. This conclusion is 

endorsed by O’Toole (2000), Hayes (2001) and Cline (2000). The latter argues that 

where power is disbursed mechanisms that create a co-operative context promote 

implementation. Some organisation theorists regard the systems perspective as an 

important phenomenon to understand the workings of organisations. 

2.3.2 Systems perspective  
In the most general sense, systems theory is a theory that focuses not on the isolated 

aspects of an organisation, but rather on how such parts are interconnected and joined 

together by a web of relationships among the members acting as a whole. In other 

words, the emphasis with systems theory shifts from the parts of an organisation to the 

interactions of such parts. 

The systems perspective is divided into closed and open systems approaches. The 

closed systems approach “essentially ignores the effect of the environment on the 

system” (Wikipedia, Open systems). In contrast to this, an open systems approach 

“recognizes the dynamic interaction of a system with its environment” (Wikipedia, Open 

systems).  

The complex and dynamic nature of accreditation and quality assurance organisations, 

as shown above, render them ideal for a systems perspective. The latter has diverse 

and multi-disciplinary roots, but has been applied to organisational and management 
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theory by Senge (1990) and many others. Senge (1990) argues that clarity of purpose, 

reflectiveness and systems thinking are essential if organisations are to realise their full 

potential. The systems perspective is relevant in understanding the research problem of 

this study, because it details how organisations work. This knowledge is critical in 

determining the root causal factors of the current research problem, which is 

predominantly and invariably systemic in nature. 

Robbins (1998:11) suggests that a closed systems approach has little applicability in the 

study of organisations and, instead, advocates a strategic constituency approach.  

2.3.3 Strategic constituency approach 
According to the strategic constituency approach to organisational effectiveness, an 

effective organisation is one that satisfies the demands and the needs of the strategic 

role players in its environment from whom it derives its existence. In terms of this 

approach SETAs depend on education and training providers – predominantly small, 

medium and micro enterprises that offer qualifications (mainly unit standard-based) that 

are registered on the NQF – and on providers offering non-credit-bearing short courses 

for survival. The strategic constituency approach to determining organisational 

effectiveness has been advocated by Slack (1998) and others. It is considered to be 

more representative of the complex operating environment in which most organisations 

function. This approach considers the requirements of the key stakeholders of the 

organisation. In the following chapter these stakeholders will be identified and their 

respective roles explored. This approach focuses the efforts of the organisation’s 

decision makers on the morale and performance of ordinary members of the 

organisation. 

2.4 QUALITY ASSURANCE AND ACCREDITATION SYSTEMS AND 
PRACTICES IN OTHER COUNTRIES 

2.4.1 The situation in sub-Saharan Africa 
Materu (2007) focuses on quality assurance in the sub-Saharan African context. This 

author asserts that tertiary education is important for two reasons. Firstly, it is central to 

economic and political development in African countries. Secondly, it is vital to their 

competitiveness in an increasingly globalising knowledge society. 
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Bloom, Canning and Chan (2006) provide evidence that tertiary education may promote 

faster technological catch-up and improve a country’s ability to maximise its economic 

output. Materu (2007: xiii) states: 

A new range of competences, such as adaptability, team work, communication 

skills, and the motivation for continual learning, has become critical. Thus, tertiary 

institutions are challenged to adjust their program structures, curricula, teaching 

and learning methods to adapt to these new demands. In recognition of this 

challenge, greater attention is being focused on quality assurance as a critical 

factor to ensuring educational relevance.  

The World Bank report (2002) entitled Constructing knowledge societies: New 

challenges for tertiary education underscores the importance of establishing robust 

quality assurance systems as necessary instruments for addressing today’s challenges 

(World Bank, 2002).  

According to Materu (2007), several factors have contributed to the decline in quality of 

HE in Africa, including the brain drain, retirements, HIV/Aids, low internal and external 

efficiency and poor governance.  

These factors, along with the rapid emergence of private providers in response to 

the increasing social demand for higher education, have prompted institutions and 

governments to put in place various forms of quality assurance mechanisms in an 

attempt to reverse the decline in quality and to regulate the new providers. 

(Materu, 2007:xiv) 

2.4.2 The situation in developed countries 
Harman and Meek (2000:ix) state the following on the situation in Australia: 

Important recent changes have taken place in the quality assurance environment. 

These can be categorized under the headings of: globalization and changes in 

educational technology; international recognition of qualifications; recent changes 

in quality assurance in other industrialized countries; new quality assurance 

arrangements in ‘off-shore’ education countries; the needs of Australia’s education 

export industry; increased accountability pressures at home; incidents with private 
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providers and increases in the number of private providers; and complaints from 

applicants seeking accreditation. 

The interest in quality assurance of HE rose to prominence in the last two decades. The 

drivers of this process are many, but all of them seem to be inextricably linked to 

globalisation and the demands of the information age (Materu, 2007). 

Brown (2004) discusses the following factors as drivers towards quality assurance in HE 

in the UK: increasing pressure for accountability; greatly increased scale and cost of HE; 

increasing consumer awareness; and the ideological revolution that has led the 

government increasingly to treat HE as if it were a private good. 

According to Harman and Meek (2000), quality assurance programmes serve a variety 

of purposes, such as public accountability; efforts to ensure credibility; improvement and 

renewal; international competitiveness; economic growth; skilled labour force; and 

maintenance of international reputation in order to attract foreign students. 

Harman and Meek (2000) note that in some cases there is a gap between stated 

purposes and actual purposes, and frequently there is tension between accountability 

and improvement purposes.  

Fraser (1992) emphasises accountability to at least three sets of stakeholders: to society 

(government), to clients (students and employers) and to the academic enterprise 

(colleagues, disciplines taught, the professions).  

Moreover, he emphasises the multiplicity of aspects that may be quality assured. The 

purposes of evaluating quality assurance include planning or funding; validating courses 

or programmes; accrediting and awarding of qualifications; and maintaining and 

enhancing educational processes. The focus of quality assurance may range from focus 

on the institution as a whole to focus on a particular department or an individual teacher 

and even the learning achievements of students. 

Frazer (1992:23) further observes the following: 

In a number of countries there are well-established agencies concerned with 

quality in higher education. . . . Higher education is becoming more international 

and there is now a much greater mobility of teachers, researchers and students. It 
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is therefore important that the objectives and functions of these different agencies 

should be widely understood. A loose international federation, or network, of higher 

education quality agencies should be established. One of the first tasks of the 

network should be to produce an international database of agencies. 

The actual situation in Australia, the EU, the UK and the USA is considered in the 

following sections. 

2.4.3 Australia 
As mentioned before, Australia is considered because it is in the process of updating, 

streamlining and benchmarking its quality assurance systems against international 

trends. For example, Harman and Meek (2000) prepared a report for the Department of 

Education, Training and Youth Affairs (DETYA) in order to develop an improved 

approach to both quality assurance and accreditation. Another research paper 

commissioned by the Australian Department of Education and Training (2005) entitled 

Skilling Australia: New directions for Vocational Education and Training sets out possible 

models for a new national training system as from 1 July 2005 when the responsibilities 

of the Australian National Training Authority (ANTA) was transferred to the Department 

of Education, Science and Training (DEST). These papers explore, in minute detail, the 

various options and approaches in HET and VET respectively. They provide a 

comprehensive context for the analysis of both quality assurance and accreditation 

(Department of Education, Science and Training, 2005). 

2.4.3.1 Higher education  

In 2007, the Australian HE system comprised of 39 universities, of which 37 are public 

institutions and 2 are private; one Australian branch of an overseas university; other self-

accrediting HE institutions; and non-self-accrediting HE providers accredited by state 

and territory authorities, numbering more than 150 as listed on state and territory 

registers. These include several that are registered in more than one state and territory. 

The non-self-accrediting HE providers form a very diverse group of specialised, mainly 

private, providers that range in size and include theological colleges and other providers 

that offer courses in areas such as business, information technology, natural therapies, 

hospitality, health, law and accounting. 

(http://www.dest.gov.au/sectors/higher_education/default2.htm). Accessed 9/9/2007 
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2.4.3.2 Responsibilities for higher education 

The Australian government has the primary responsibility for public funding of HE as it 

provides the major funding support for HE. DEST is responsible for administering this 

funding and for developing and administering HE policy and programmes. Decision 

making, regulation and governance for HE are shared among the Australian 

government, the state and territory governments and the institutions themselves.   

2.4.3.3 Vocational Education and Training  

In the report of the DEST (Department of Education, Science and Training, 2005:1) 

entitled Skilling Australia: New directions for Vocational Education and Training the 

following is noted: 

When ANTA was established in 1992, Australia faced unemployment of 10%. 

Today, with unemployment at 5.1%, she [Australia] faces a quite different 

predicament. Australian businesses estimate that the most significant challenge to 

ongoing economic growth is the need for more skilled workers to meet demand. 

2.4.3.4 Governance and Accountability Framework 

The Governance and Accountability Framework includes the legislation, funding 

arrangements and key decision-making processes relating to the leadership, policy, 

planning, and monitoring of training in Australia. The framework will ensure that the 

training sector performs to the highest possible level and responds to the needs of 

government, industry, individuals and communities. A focus on performance, 

governance and accountability is vital. Good governance is a key to a high-quality and 

responsive national training system. Well-governed organisations, focused on their core 

functions, have a good understanding of the success they are aiming for as well as 

clearly defined roles, responsibilities and powers (Department of Education, Science and 

Training, 2005:4). 

2.4.3.5 Technical and Further Education  

Technical and Further Education (TAFE) institutions provide a wide range of 

predominantly vocational tertiary education courses in Australia. Fields covered include 

hospitality, tourism, construction, engineering, secretarial skills, visual arts, computer 

programming and community work. Individual TAFE institutions (usually with many 
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campuses) are known as either colleges or institutes, depending on the state or territory. 

TAFE colleges are owned, operated and financed by the various states and territory 

governments. This is in contrast to the HE sector, where funding is predominantly the 

domain of the Commonwealth government and where universities are predominantly 

owned by the state governments (Department of Education, Science and Training, 

2005). 

2.4.3.6 Australian Qualifications Framework  

The Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF) keeps a register of recognised 

education institutions and authorised accreditation authorities in Australia. The AQF 

Register was established by the AQF Advisory Board at the request of the Australian 

education minister represented on the Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, 

Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA) to facilitate the verification of AQF qualifications. 

This present AQF Register replaces the two original AQF Registers (1995 to October 

2002). As from October 2006 the AQF Register also facilitates the verification of 

international qualifications approved by HE government accreditation authorities on offer 

in Australia (AQF Register – 2008, 19 July). 

The AQF Advisory Board has no operational role in the approval of institutions or the 

accreditation of qualifications. These functions are the responsibility of the 

Commonwealth, states and territories, who are members of MCEETYA. The purpose of 

this AQF Register is to provide a convenient, comprehensive public access point for the 

government-authorised accrediting bodies (including the self-accrediting institutions), 

together with all available online links to the relevant databases of approved 

providers/assessors and qualifications they are approved to issue (AQF Register – 2008, 

19 July). 

2.4.3.7 Government accreditation authorities 

Government accreditation authorities are responsible for the accreditation of 

qualifications and the approval/registration of providers in the schools sector and the 

vocational education and training sector. Registered Training Organisations (RTOs) and 

their AQF qualifications are listed on a comprehensive national database – the National 

Training Information Service (NTIS) (AQF Register – 2008, 19 July).  
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2.4.3.8 Accreditation by professional bodies 

As it is the case in South Africa, various professional bodies and associations in 

Australia have conducted accreditation of professional courses (AQF Register – 2008, 

19 July). 

2.4.4 The European Union 
In the EU, VET is usually organised independently of HE. In fact, CEDEFOP is the 

European Agency to promote the development of VET in the EU with its mission: 

To ensure economic and social development it is essential that vocational 

education and training meets the needs of the citizen, the labour market and 

society. Building on a rich tradition of VET systems in Europe, governments and 

social partners devise policies for modern and innovative VET, which is a key 

element for employment, social inclusion and the competitiveness of the EU. 

http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/) Accessed 26/07/2008.)  

2.4.4.1 European Qualification Framework 

In the European system it is national agencies that accredit study programmes, provided 

those programmes satisfy the European Union Framework Standards The accreditation 

is confirmed by allocating labels to confirm accreditation. The label distinguishes 

between “First Cycle Degree” and “Second Cycle Degree”, in accordance with the 

European Qualification Framework.  

2.4.4.2 Harmonisation of accreditation and quality assurance 

The European Community Confederation of Clinical Chemistry (EC4) formed in Nice in 

April 1993 established a working group on laboratory accreditation. The aim of the group 

was to explore the possibilities for the harmonisation of accreditation and quality 

systems in clinical laboratories in the European Community (EC).  

2.4.4.3 Swedish Board for Accreditation 

All countries in the EU must have an approved accreditation body. In Sweden, this body 

is called the Swedish Board for Accreditation and Conformity Assessment (SWEDAC), 

and as well as accrediting laboratories, certification bodies and inspection bodies, it also 

co-ordinates market control in Sweden and appoints registered bodies. Now that the EU 
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market is expanding geographically, SWEDAC also has to approve companies that need 

to carry out testing and certification in countries such as Estonia, Hungary and Slovenia. 

SWEDAC is regarded as one of the four most stringent accreditation bodies in Europe. 

This is not only the opinion of companies that deal with testing and certification. If you 

have been accredited by SWEDAC, it means that you have high quality learning 

programmes. 

2.4.4.4 Germany and accreditation developments 

Germany provides another critical example of how accreditation evolved under the 

banner of the EU. When their system started there were several accreditation bodies; 

multiple-accreditations of education and training providers by several accreditation 

bodies which lead to double assessments (e.g. against Quality Management criteria) 

and there was insufficient international recognition of their programmes. As a result of 

these structural shortcomings it was proposed that the entire accreditation dispensation 

be overhauled. The following were proposed as areas for the modification of the German 

accreditation system: 

• There should be EU regulation for the review of the new approach to accreditation. 

• The new EU regulation would regulate accreditation of organisations throughout 

Europe. 

• There should be one single national, governmentally recognised accreditation 

body per EU member state from 2010. 

Due to the difficult starting position in Germany, the federal government supported the 

possibility of one accreditation body or system. 

2.4.5 United Kingdom  
Brown (2004) gives an insider’s view of the development of an external quality 

assurance regime for HE in the UK in the 1990s. This survey reveals that even in a 

highly sophisticated society, the road to quality assurance is neither smooth nor straight 

and that the structure and roles of organisations are often determined by robust debate 

and negotiation. Brown (2004:175–177) starts his survey in 1993 with a mention of 

conceptual issues between assessment and quality audit. These issues were only 

resolved in 1997 with the establishment of a new agency, the Quality Assurance Agency 
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for Higher Education (QAA), which in due course replaced the Higher Education Funding 

Council for England (HEFCE) and the Higher Education Quality Council (HEQC). 

By August 2000 “HEFCE published a consultants’ report estimating the annual 

measured costs of external quality assurance as being likely to exceed £45–50 million” 

(Brown, 2004:177). Two consequences emanated from this report: 

Firstly, in March 2001, the Secretary of State announced new ‘lighter touch’ 

arrangements for the new method in order to reduce by 40% the amount of review work 

(Brown, 2004:177). Secondly, by August 2001 the QAA Chief Executive resigned 

(Brown, 2004:177).  

2.4.5.1 New accreditation system to address UK skills gaps 

A new accreditation system was introduced in the UK in May 2008 to usher in the 

Training Quality Standard by bringing trainers and employers together. This standard 

was governed by the Learning and Skills Council (LSC). 

The Training Quality Standard accreditation and certification system was designed to 

recognise organisations delivering the best training and development solutions to 

employers. The previous review of skills found that many qualifications on offer at that 

time did not train learners in the skills employers actually wanted and needed. 

2.4.5.2 Learning and Skills Council 

The LSC exists to make England better skilled and more competitive. It is responsible for 

ensuring the availability of high-quality education and training for everyone. Its goal is to 

improve the skills of England’s young people and adults to world-class standards. Its 

vision is that young people and adults in England have knowledge and skills matching 

the best in the world and are part of a truly competitive workforce. 

The established LSC believed that the Training Quality Standard would help to tackle the 

current mismatch between the competencies required by employers, and those the 

qualifications system provides. The system was developed and accredited by 

employers, ensuring that the criteria set for achieving the standard actually reflected 

what employers wanted.  
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The UK example indicates that it is in its initial stages of putting together a rigorous 

accreditation system, and that a single body (the LSC) is in place to drive the 

accreditation and quality assurance agenda.  

To summarise, the events outlined above demonstrate that even a highly developed 

democracy with centuries of bureaucratic expertise may experience difficulties with the 

implementation of a quality assurance regime. 

2.4.6 The United States of America 
In the USA, accreditation has been associated for almost a century with quality 

assurance processes in HE entailing mainly voluntary self-regulation carried out by 

professional accrediting organisations and regional accrediting associations, 

independent of the federal government. During the 1980s, in addition to the traditional 

processes of voluntary accreditation, a new quality assurance mechanism emerged in 

the USA under the rubric of assessment. By 1990, over two-thirds of the states had 

passed legislation encouraging public institutions of HE to implement various forms of 

student assessment, designed to place greater institutional attention on the improvement 

of student learning. By the 1990s the USA moved to establish a much more 

comprehensive national system of quality assurance, which began with the passing of 

amendments to the Higher Education Act of 1992. This involved the federal government 

in quality assurance for the first time. This legislation required states to create State 

Postsecondary Review Entities with responsibility for reviewing the quality of all 

postsecondary institutions and their eligibility for federal student financial aid. In addition, 

under pressure from the Federal Department of Education, the various accreditation 

agencies formed a National Policy Board on Academic Accreditation, which proposed 

more rigorous national standards for academic accreditation with particular emphasis on 

student learning (Harman & Meek, 2000:14–15). 

2.5 INTERNATIONAL BEST PRACTICES 

The above international practices provide very good examples of how accreditation is 

done in other countries. The latest literature reveals that best international practices may 

vary to suit local conditions. There are a variety of international models of quality 

assurance implementation from which South Africa could learn.  
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2.5.1 A model of good implementation 
According to Hayes (2001), good implementation involves at least the following 

elements: organisation; interpretation; and implementation. An organisation to implement 

the policy must be in place; interpretation involves the translation of legislative intent into 

policy, guidelines and criteria; underlying problems, such as the misinterpretation of what 

co-ordination means in a democratic society, lack of an actionable strategic plan, lack of 

a quality management system, lack of capacity and poor communication may impede 

implementation. 

International literature has indicated that at least the following conditions are necessary 

for effective accreditation implementation. These conditions inform the South African 

accreditation and quality assurance problem: 

• The policy must be conceptually clear, simple and theoretically sound. The policy 

should clearly specify who does what and how. 

• There should be effective, skilled and experienced leadership. 

• Policy champions should support the policy throughout the implementation stage. 

• Its goals must not fade, nor must conflicting public policies or changing conditions 

weaken the implementation of the policy. 

• The operational goals must be clear and feasible. 

• The mission of each of the agencies should be sharply and unambiguously 

defined. 

• Datelines must be established and respected. 

• The impacts of the policy should be evaluated at specified intervals. 

2.6 CONCLUSION 

The process of creating accreditation and quality assurance systems is complex. 

Consequently, it is subject to false starts (Brown, 2004) and to continuous research for 

improvement, as illustrated by the Australian approach (Harman & Meek, 2000). 

Generally, there is a separation between the HE sector and the VET sector. There is a 

tendency to establish unitary overarching accreditation and quality assurance agencies, 

as illustrated by the USA federal government involvement in the 1990s (Harman & 

Meek, 2000), and the transfer of the VET function from ANTA to DEST in Australia. The 

complexity of the process implies that good organisational design and good governance 
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are imperative. In this regard, the conclusion of the Australian DEST (2005:27) is worth 

noting: 

Under the National Governance and Accountability Framework, the role of 

business and industry in the national training system will be clearly defined, 

committee structures will be minimised, and a simple framework for national 

planning, reporting and accountability will be established to apply over the period 

of each Commonwealth-State Training Funding Agreement, providing greater 

certainty and stability.  

The detailed analysis of the international situation warrants comparison with local 

systems and processes. The following chapter will give a detailed account of the South 

Africa situation within the parameters of the promulgated legislative frameworks to bring 

about transformation in the current education, training and quality assurance landscape. 
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CHAPTER 3.  
QUALITY ASSURANCE REGULATORY AND POLICY 

FRAMEWORK IN SOUTH AFRICA 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

The emergence of a democratically-elected South African government through the 

elections of 1994 brought with it a multiplicity of laws informed by the agenda of 

transformation being enacted. Some of these laws were the Constitution as the supreme 

law of the country, the Skills Development Act of 1998, the Skills Development Levies 

Act of 1999, the South African Qualifications Authority Act (Act No. 58 of 1995) and its 

ETQA Regulations R1127 of 1998; and the Higher Education Act of 1997, which had a 

direct impact on the issues of ETD. 

These laws were geared towards breaking the back of the apartheid segregated 

education system, which contributed to unequal levels of education for different racial 

groups, transforming the entire ETD system of South Africa and responding to the new 

education and training demands of the newly ushered-in South African political 

dispensation. The laws brought into existence a number of SETAs, SAQA, CHE and its 

HEQC, which were geared towards ensuring the quality of learning programmes 

developed from the qualifications and/or unit standards registered on the NQF levels 1 to 

8. It also provided the basis upon which all current South African quality assurance 

practices and systems are premised. The multiplicity of these education and training 

pieces of legislation is a point of scrutiny and analysis in the midst of current 

speculations and scepticisms about the complexity of the legislative environment, 

experience and the capacity for quality of the education and training system in South 

Africa.  

This chapter will assess the historical background of quality assurance and the structure 

of the NQF, SAQA, the SETAs and CHE. It will further look at the roles played by SAQA, 

the SETAs and CHE in quality assurance and accreditation. It will give a picture of the 

HEQC-declared structure for co-ordination and will scrutinise current practices and 

models of quality assurance implementation as well as current problems and defects 

that exist in the current learning programme accreditations and quality assurance at 



 31

NQF Level 5. The whole chapter is meant to give a full picture of what is currently 

happening in South Africa on the quality assurance and accreditation landscape. 

3.2 HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF QUALITY ASSURANCE AND 
ACCREDITATION IN SOUTH AFRICA 

Prior to the democratic dispensation in 1994, the quality assurance of technikon 

programmes was done by SERTEC and the university programmes were quality 

assured by the quality promotion unit of SAUVCA (Council on Higher Education, 

2000:1).  

However, formal education and training within the workplace, industries and private 

sector was not regulated, and any ETD provider could provide any form of training 

without necessarily going through all the bureaucratic requirements of the quality 

assurance bodies. Any form of regulation of the industry training only took place in those 

sub-sectors regulated by the ITBs. It is only in the latter case where there was a need for 

compliance with the industry boards’ requirements. 

In a nutshell, the private sector and industry training was not so highly regulated before 

the SETA dispensation. The absence of co-ordinated regulation of all the sectors, other 

than that by ITBs, and stringent requirements set by the ITBs lead to the mushrooming 

of fly-by-night schools and education/training providers. All SETAs were established in 

terms of the Skills Development Act (SDA) of 1998 and registered with the DoL to 

transform the previous ITBs, which had been established to carry out training and 

education accreditation functions. 

The subsequent promulgation of the SAQA Act No. 58 of 1995 and the gazetting of its 

accompanying ETQA regulations R1127 of 1998 “placed SETAs in competition with 

previously existing statutory Education and Training Quality Assurance bodies like 

Umalusi responsible for the GET and the FET bands, and CHE responsible for the 

higher education band and a plethora of other professional bodies which previously 

executed quality assurance functions in terms of their enabling legislation” (Zulu, 

2006:5).  

On the other hand, the HEA of 1997 brought CHE into existence to accredit programmes 

of HE that are aligned with and mapped against qualifications and/or unit standards 
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registered on the NQF levels 5 to 8 as well as outcomes-based qualifications registered 

on the NQF. CHE came into existence as a result of the amalgamation of the former 

SERTEC as a statutory body for technikons, and the QPU of SAUVCA. This means that 

both CHE and SETAs have a history of dealing with quality assurance and accreditation 

issues both in their current structures and previous ITB, SERTEC and SAUVCA 

structures. 

3.3 THE STRUCTURE OF THE NQF IN SOUTH AFRICA 

 

Figure 3.1: The structure of the NQF in South Africa 

(Source: SAQA, 2000:15) 

The NQF is a framework for the registration of all learner achievements by the learners 

who have completed training leading to qualifications and/or associated unit standards 

registered on the NQF. It is also a framework for the registration of assessors, 

moderators, verifiers, facilitators, evidence-collection facilitators, mentors, accredited 

providers and qualifications and/or unit standards generated and registered under the 
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auspices of SAQA. For any training to be recognised in South Africa it should be done 

within the framework of the NQF. 

The NQF consists of eight levels. The eight levels of the NQF have been grouped into 

three bands, which can be defined as: GET band (Level 1); FET band (levels 2 to 4); 

and HET band (levels 5 to 8). SAQA (2000:15) gives a picture of all current NQF levels 

within which all quality assurance bodies like SETAs, Umalusi, CHE and professional 

councils work. According to the NQF structure in South Africa, there are three types of 

quality assurance bodies, namely education and training sub-system sector ETQAs 

(CHE/HEQC and Umalusi); economic sector ETQAs (SETAs); and social sector ETQAs 

(professional bodies like councils, institutes and professional boards). The NQF structure 

further indicates that Umalusi’s jurisdiction spans from NQF levels 1 to 4 and 

CHE/HEQC’s jurisdiction spans from NQF levels 5 to 8. The jurisdiction of the SETAs 

and of the professional bodies spans across all the levels of the NQF.  

The jurisdiction of the professional bodies has never been a bone of contention as all 

have specific professions that they deal with for which they set professional codes of 

ethics and standards for registration purposes. The SETAs’ jurisdiction inadvertently and 

coincidentally overlaps with that of Umalusi and CHE. In the NQF all training and 

development should be located within any of the levels of the NQF. The exact level is 

determined by the level descriptors prescribed in terms of the SAQA Act 58 of 1995. 

3.4 THE STRUCTURE OF SAQA, THE SETAS AND CHE 

A cursory glance at the current quality assurance regime within the HE band reveals a 

multiplicity of independent structures responsible for accreditation with lesser attempt to 

synergise the quality assurance and accreditation functions into a coherent whole 

geared towards quality learning provision. This has invariably led to what the Council on 

Higher Education (2003:22) calls “bureaucratic turf-wars and jurisdictional ambiguities”, 

which have likely negative impacts on the implementation of the NQF and the quality 

education and training at NQF levels 5 to 8. These quality assurance bodies are all 

underpinned by their enabling legislation to execute the quality assurance tasks. This 

reveals overlapping legislative frameworks which beget clashes between institutions 

responsible for accreditation and quality assurance. SAQA emphasises in the Criteria 

and Guidelines for the ETQAs that such duplications or partial duplication are 
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unavoidable (SAQA, 2001a:21) and further indicates that the accreditation of ETQAs has 

made partial duplication and duplication necessary at operational level (2001:26). The 

researcher does not agree with the notion of necessary duplications considering the 

current outcry in the education fraternity about uneven levels of quality brought about by 

multiple accrediting or quality assurance bodies at NQF Level 5, and the fact that 

duplication is at the core of the academic debate about quality within the environment of 

education training and development practitioners, and more especially those directly 

responsible for accreditation at NQF Level 5 and above. 

SAQA is a watchdog for quality assurance bodies in South Africa as evidenced by the 

Criteria and Guidelines for the ETQAs (SAQA, 2001a:22). The guidelines further state 

that ETQAs are accountable to SAQA for the standards of learning (2001a:14). SAQA 

has even been commended by the Minister of Labour on the amount of work it is doing 

when he said: “The release of the second cycle of the NQF impact study shows that 

SAQA is hard at work promoting quality education and training in related workplace 

qualifications, learnerships and other relevant learning programmes” (SAQA, 2006a:6).  

The Minister of Labour, Membathisi Mdladlana (2006:6), said learners are now 

empowered to be part of the economic mainstream because of the very same workplace 

qualifications. More workplaces are requesting outcomes-based and NQF-registered 

training courses compelling training institutions to redesign their qualifications to meet 

with quality requirements (SAQA, 2006a:6). 

The Minister of Labour’s sentiments have also been shared in the addendum to the 

Criteria and Guidelines for the ETQAs, which indicate that the responsibility for the 

development and formulation of quality assurance policies on a system-wide level rests 

with SAQA. The SAQA body is not supposed to be alone in the execution of this gigantic 

task, and the Higher Education Act of 1997 indicates that the HEQC should play a co-

ordinating role within the HE band, which covers NQF levels 5 to 8. The co-ordination 

role by CHE through the HEQC has never taken place, and the HEQC has justified its 

lack of co-ordination by stating that there is too much disparity that exists in the current 

practice of ETQA functions regarding accreditation. 

Singh (2004:2) explains the HEQC’s role as follows: “The HEQC is the permanent 

committee of the Council on Higher Education (CHE) with statutory responsibility for 
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institutional audits, programme accreditation and quality promotion”. According to the 

South Africa Qualifications Authority (2000:16), CHE through the HEQC is tasked with 

the following responsibilities: 

• “Co-ordinate the establishment of a common set of ground rules for the practice of 

quality assurance including the interrelationship between quality assurance 

promotion, institutional audits and programme assessment. 

• Provide a platform together with SAQA for the regular discussion on quality 

assurance policy and implementation issues by ETQAs in the HET band. 

• Set up in consultation with other relevant ETQAs, coordinated timeframes for the 

quality assurance visits to providers and facilitate other administrative quality 

assurance measures common to all the ETQAs.” 

The Council on Higher Education (2001:12) further says that CHE will have to perform 

these functions mindful of SAQA’s responsibility for quality assurance at a system-wide 

level and the position of the other ETQAs recognised by SAQA as having similar quality 

assurance responsibilities in the band. “The multitudes of ETQAs (SETAs) within this 

band (higher education band) pose challenges around cohesiveness and coordination 

approaches to quality assurance” (Leonard, 2007:5). The Council on Higher Education 

(2001:7) clarifies that CHE has a co-ordination and supervisory role to play in ensuring 

equal and even levels of quality within the HE band. It is unclear whether CHE is 

currently performing these functions considering that it is in the forefront of casting 

aspersions on the current levels of quality within the current education system and has 

refused to co-operate with the SETAs in its execution of its co-ordination functions, as 

witnessed by the absence of MOUs with the other SETA ETQAs. 

3.5 THE REGULATORY FRAMEWORK FOR SAQA, THE SETAS AND 
CHE IN QUALITY ASSURANCE AND ACCREDITATION  

3.5.1 Republic of South Africa. 1995. South African Qualifications 
Authority Act. Act 58 of 1995  

The preamble to this legislation gives effect to the establishment of SAQA and the NQF. 

Section 5(a) gives SAQA the authority to oversee the development and implementation 

of the NQF, and to formulate and publish policies and criteria for “the accreditation of 

bodies responsible for monitoring and auditing achievements and the accreditation of 
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bodies responsible for the implementation and the quality of the education and training” 

(s5(1)(bb)). The SAQA Act makes provision for SAQA to pursue the objectives of the 

NQF “after consultation with statutory bodies and institutions responsible for education, 

training . . . which will be effected by the National Qualifications Framework” (s5(2)(a)). 

According to Grobler (2006:331), the SAQA Act “improves the quality of education and 

training at all levels in the country”.  

The NQF was established with the purpose of bringing about change in the education 

and training landscape of South Africa. The purpose of the NQF was clarified by the 

South African government when it stated that the NQF was “designed to bring separate 

education and training systems into a single, national system” (Blaine, 2005:5). It is this 

framework as underpinned by the SAQA Act of 1995 within which the regulation of the 

accreditation activities of all the SETAs and professional bodies and statutory councils, 

including CHE, takes place. 

The NQF is premised on objectives that are geared to “create an integrated national 

framework for learning achievements” and to “enhance the quality of education and 

training” (South African Qualifications Authority, 2001a:11).This way, the NQF has 

become a tool for transformation in South Africa to redress previous uneven levels of 

quality in the education and training system. An analysis of this legislation indicates that 

there has been the clear purpose since its conceptualisation, inception and final 

promulgation that it would ensure the integration of education, training, quality assurance 

and accreditation processes to fast-track the prevalence of minimum duplications and 

maximum coherence and equality of provision in the current South African education 

system through the NQF, as contemplated in the SAQA Act No. 58 of 1995. 

3.5.2 Republic of South Africa. 1998b. Skills Development Act. Act No. 97 
of 1998 

The purpose of the Skills Development Act 97 of 1998 is to “ensure the quality of 

education and training” (s2(f)). The act further says that this purpose is to be achieved 

by “establishing the institutional . . . framework” comprising of the SETAs (s2(a) (IV)). 

This means that SETAs were established to ensure, among other things, that there is 

quality in the education, training and learning delivery and provision within the sectors for 

which they are established. The purpose of the Skills Development Act can further be 

achieved by co-operating with SAQA (s2(c)). SAQA is the body contemplated in the 
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SAQA Act No. 58 of 1995 to oversee the implementation of the NQF and to which all 

SETAs as quality assurance bodies report. Section 10(e) of the Skills Development Act 

indicates that a SETA should within 10 days of its existence apply for accreditation with 

SAQA and within 18 months of such application be accredited. Therefore all SETAs are 

accredited by SAQA to conduct their activities. Grobler (2006:337) agrees with the 

purpose of the Skills Development Act when he says its aim is to “ensure the quality of 

education and training in and for the workplace”.  

3.5.3 Republic of South Africa. Education Training and Quality Assurance 
Regulations R1127 of 1998a  

“The ETQA regulations provide for SAQA to accredit Education and Training Quality 

Assurance bodies who, in turn, are responsible for the accreditation of constituent 

providers” (SAQA, 2001a:18).  

The regulations regulate the activities of the accredited Education and Training Quality 

Assurance bodies and their subsequent accredited education and training providers. The 

“gazetted Education and Training Quality Assurance bodies regulations, 1998 provide 

the enabling and regulatory framework for implementation of quality assurance systems 

and processes required by the National Qualification Framework (NQF). . . . the current 

criteria and guidelines form part of this enabling and regulatory framework” (SAQA, 

2001a:5). 

The regulations give effect to the purpose of the SAQA Act of ensuring quality of the 

education and training system. The regulations were also gazetted with the purpose of 

ensuring quality in our education and training system as indicated in Section 9(1)(a, b, 

and c) where the regulations emphasise that ETQAs should accredit providers, promote 

quality and monitor education and training provision. The regulations further state that 

the education training and education quality assurance bodies will be established and 

accredited in social, economic and education and training sub-system sectors (s 2(3)). 

SETAs are economic sector ETQAs, while CHE is part of the education and training sub-

sector ETQAs. ETQAs and CHE are therefore all accredited by the South African 

authority in terms of the ETQA Regulations R1127 of 1998. These regulations provide 

another policy or legislative framework within which the functions and the mandate of the 

SETA ETQAs and CHE can be traced. 
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3.5.4 Republic of South Africa. 1997a. Higher Education Act. Act No. 101 
of 1997  

The Higher Education Act of 1997 was promulgated to “regulate higher education; to 

provide for the establishment, composition and functions of a Council on Higher 

Education; [and] . . . to provide for quality assurance and quality promotion in higher 

education” (Higher Education Act, 1997).    

CHE was established on the grounds of the Higher Education Act (Republic of South 

Africa, 1997) to “(i) promote quality assurance in higher education; (ii) audit the quality 

assurance mechanisms of the higher education institutions; and (iii) accredit 

programmes of higher education” (s 5(c)). Section 7(1) indicates that CHE must 

establish a HE quality committee as a permanent committee to execute quality 

promotion and quality assurance functions on behalf of CHE. Section 7(2) further states 

that both CHE and its quality assurance committee “must comply with the policies and 

criteria formulated by SAQA in terms of section 5(1)(a)(ii) of the South African 

Qualifications Authority Act of 1995” (Higher Education Act, 1997). In the case of CHE 

compliance with the SAQA legislation, SAQA advocates an integrated approach to 

quality assurance of the education and training system in the HE band. Section 7(2) puts 

CHE in a position of compliance with two pieces of legislation, namely the Higher 

Education Act of 1997 and the SAQA Act of 1995. In terms of the Higher Education Act 

No. 101 of 1997, CHE and the HEQC have overriding authority over what is happening 

in the HE band. This is evidenced in the Higher Education Act, which states that “this Act 

prevails over any other law dealing with higher education other than the constitution” in 

circumstances where this act is in conflict with any other laws (Higher Education Act, 

1997:s 70). 

The South African Qualification Authority (2000:16) makes provision for CHE through the 

HEQC to play a co-ordinating role in quality assurance and accreditation matters in the 

HE band within the ambit of the SAQA Act of 1995. The Higher Education Act of 1997 

makes credible revelations in terms of what should be done by CHE in the HE band. 

Section 7(3) makes it incumbent upon the HEQC, with the concurrence of CHE, to 

delegate any of its quality assurance functions to “other appropriate bodies capable of 

performing such functions”. In terms of this section, the HEQC should be delegating its 

quality assurance and quality promotion functions to SETAs where it does not have the 

outright capacity to exercise such quality assurance, especially as the qualifications to 
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be quality assured could be the primary foci of the SETAs in terms of the SAQA 

extension of SETAs’ scope. The provisos of the Higher Education Act allows for the 

HEQC under CHE to co-ordinate and delegate quality assurance and quality promotion 

functions in the HE band.  

3.5.5 Criteria and Guidelines for the ETQAs 
The Criteria and Guidelines for the ETQAs (SAQA, 2001a) provide another policy 

framework within which the functions of the education and training quality assurance 

bodies can be located. According to the Criteria and Guidelines for the ETQAs, the 

SAQA Act of 1995 and the gazetted ETQA Regulations R1127 provide an enabling and 

regulatory framework for the implementation of the quality assurance processes and 

systems within the ambit of the NQF. The current criteria and guidelines “form part of 

this enabling and regulatory framework” (SAQA, 2001a:5). The Criteria and Guidelines 

for the ETQAs were developed taking into consideration “powers, functions and 

responsibilities of Education and Training Quality Assurance and Accreditation bodies 

like statutory and non-statutory quality assurance, accreditation and/or certification 

bodies” (SAQA, 2001a:5). Therefore, they carry the weight of the policy and regulatory 

framework for the quality assurance bodies and serve as guidelines and a living 

document for the quality assurance and accreditation processes. SAQA adopted a 

process approach in the development of the Criteria and Guidelines for the ETQAs. This 

process was founded primarily on the need to “accommodate historically and statutory 

separate stakeholders in the education and training system” (SAQA, 2001a:5). The 

rationale for the development of these criteria and guidelines was to redress previous 

imbalances, inequities, inequalities and unevenness in the learning delivery, training and 

education system which dominated the previously segregated education and training 

system. 

3.6 CHE/HEQC-DECLARED STRATEGY FOR CO-ORDINATION 

According to the South African Qualifications Authority (founding document, 2000:4), the 

NQF seeks to establish a coherent, integrative education and training system that 

provides a platform for a unifying approach. In the SAQA founding document the 

following question is also posed and discussed: “What is a possible implementation 

model for quality assurance in the higher education and training band?” (SAQA, 

2000:16). This question is posed in line with the unifying approach which should be 
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adopted by CHE/HEQC within the HE band to ensure consistency of quality assurance 

and accreditation functions. The declared unifying approach and the NQF principles of 

integration call for a co-ordination strategy of accreditation and quality assurance within 

the HE band and more especially at NQF Level 5 where a plethora of quality assurance 

bodies have been granted primary foci.  

Where a number of quality assurance bodies are involved “like the Council on Higher 

Education (CHE) through its standing committee (HEQC); various professional bodies 

like the statutory councils, institutes, boards and lastly Sector Education and Training 

Authorities (SETAs)” (SAQA, 2000:16), it is prescribed that their overlapping functions 

should be regulated by an MoU. In this light HEQC has presented the MoU models of 

delegating some of the HE quality assurance functions to other relevant ETQAs within 

the HE band. Section 7 (3) of the Higher Education Act makes it the responsibility of the 

HEQC to delegate any of its quality assurance functions to other quality assurance 

bodies (like SETAs), which (as empirical evidence shows) are capable of performing 

such functions in line with their respective accreditation certificates granted by SAQA. 

SAQA (2000:16) further emphasises that “it is appropriate for the CHE, through the 

HEQC, as the ETQA of primary focus for higher education institutions . . . to perform the 

coordination function in partnership with other ETQAs working in the band”. In order to 

execute this co-ordination function, CHE is expected to do the following as a co-

ordinating strategy (SAQA, 2000:16): 

• Facilitate a common interpretation of quality assurance policy for the HET band by 

ETQAs operating in the band; 

• Co-ordinate the establishment of a common set of ground rules for the practice of 

quality assurance, including the inter-relationship between quality assurance 

promotion, institutional audits and programme assessment; 

• Provide a platform together with SAQA for regular discussion on quality assurance 

policy and implementation issues by ETQAs in the HET band; 

• Co-ordinate and facilitate discussions to enable the required agreements between 

ETQAs to be established;  

• Set up in consultation with the other relevant ETQAs co-ordinated timeframes for 

quality assurance visits to providers; and 

• Facilitate other administrative quality assurance measures common to all ETQAs. 



 41

The reason for listing all these co-ordination functions forming a strategy is to 

demonstrate that all the functions imply a vigorous process of democratic interaction for 

establishing ground rules and a common interpretation by engaging with each other (a 

bottom-up approach), rather than one ETQA such as the HEQC imposing its ideas by 

command and control methods (top-down approach). The SAQA model of co-ordination 

sees this as a harmonious functioning of parts for effective results brought about through 

CHE (via the HEQC) which the CHE should execute in consultation with SAQA and 

SETAs operating within the same band. Lastly, the ultimate responsibility rests with 

SAQA to facilitate discussions, and mediate any conflicts with a view to resolving 

difficulties that might arise during the quality assurance and accreditation transactions 

within the HE band (SAQA, 2000:14). 

3.7 CURRENT PRACTICES, SYSTEMS AND MODELS OF 
ACCREDITATION AND QUALITY ASSURANCE IMPLEMENTATION 
FOR LEVEL 5 LEARNING PROGRAMMES 

3.7.1 Learning programme evaluation 
CHE, through its permanent committee the HEQC, evaluates all new programmes which 

public and private providers want to offer to determine whether they meet minimum 

standards of quality. CHE uses a team of experts to go on site to evaluate learning 

programmes to be offered and makes findings publicly available through published 

reports. The SETAs evaluate all providers’ learning programmes that fall within their 

primary foci through learning programme evaluators who are also specialists in the fields 

of the programmes they evaluate. Once desktop evaluation of programmes has been 

done, SETAs use teams of quality assurance experts to go on site to verify learning 

programme content against the available resources at provider level. The findings of 

these evaluations are made available to the providers themselves through the reports 

and through the letters and certificates of accreditation. A cursory look at these systems 

reveals dissimilarities in the accreditation systems of both the SETAs and CHE despite 

the fact that the SAQA Act of 1995 requires them to apply similar standards of 

accreditation and learning programme evaluation for NQF levels 5 to 8 to guarantee 

even levels of quality in the education and training of South Africa. 

The complex nature of quality assurance bodies and their accompanying operations for 

similar NQF Level 5 programmes is a cause for concern not only for the SETAs and 
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CHE as drivers of quality agendas at this level and the entire HE band, but also for the 

direct custodian of quality and the accrediting body for all quality assurance bodies, 

namely SAQA. A study conducted by SAQA entitled Qualitative and quantitative analysis 

of the education and training quality audits of ETQAs (2003–2004) has revealed that 

“there are large numbers of learning programmes offered at NQF Level 5 and above 

which at best have a dubious legal status or are simply not quality assured at worst” 

(SAQA, 2006b:6). This is another startling finding when one considers the fact that there 

are already noticeable uneven levels of quality even where there are designated ETQAs 

to perform quality assurance. 

The overarching observation of the current complicated and complex quality assurance 

situation is that there are four quality standards at NQF Level 5 and above. There are 

quality standards of the learning programmes approved and quality assured by the 

SETAs; quality standards of the learning programmes approved and quality assured by 

CHE; quality standards quality assured by the professional councils; and those neither 

approved nor quality assured by any agency, yet currently on offer. There should 

therefore be rationalisation and streamlining of the current multiple structures to bring 

about uniformity in operational functions in order to provide credible accreditation that 

ensures the desired quality. 

Singh (2004: 2) says that CHE is not in a position to perform the evaluation of all the 

programmes on offer. The reason for this incapacity is a plethora of existing 

programmes in the HE band which cannot be evaluated within one year, except where 

CHE carries out national reviews such as that performed for MBA degrees and similar. 

Singh further emphasises that CHE does not even have the resources to conduct 

intensive reviews of existing programmes. This means that not all programmes on offer 

in the HE band are evaluated, and some of them, such as MBA degrees and similar, 

were evaluated after they had already been offered, which raises questions about the 

quality of these programmes and the graduates they have produced. This casts 

aspersion on the levels of quality and delivery between the already-audited and the not-

yet-audited learning programmes at NQF levels 5 to 8. With the SETAs no learning 

programme is offered unless it has first been evaluated and approved. These varying 

models of accreditation and quality assurance implementation confirm the arguments 

advanced so far that levels of quality in the current education system are uneven, as 
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evidenced by the latter startling discovery of the CHE versus the SETA accreditation 

systems. 

3.7.2 Accreditation systems and practices 
The accreditation system of the HEQC under CHE is focused more on the accreditation 

of learning programmes, as opposed to the SETA system of institutional accreditation 

inclusive of learning programmes approvals. According to the ETQA Regulation R1127 

of 1998, SETA ETQAs are responsible for the accreditation of constituent education and 

training providers (SAQA, 1998:s 13). According to a report commissioned by the 

Council on Higher Education (2000:16) there are different terminologies that are used 

when exploring the functions of the ETQAs, e.g. it indicates that “the function of the 

HEQC, as drawn from the Education White Paper (DoE, 1997), includes those of 

programme accreditation, institutional auditing and quality promotion” (CHE, 2000:16) 

CHE is accredited as the education and training sub-system sector ETQA to monitor and 

audit the delivery and assessment of standards and qualifications at NQF levels 5 to 8 in 

the HET band. SETAs mainly concentrate on monitoring and auditing of delivery, 

assessment of standards and accreditation of providers at NQF levels 1 to 5, and a 

selected few even go up to NQF levels 6, 7 and 8. CHE has a project in place to prepare 

institutions and historically disadvantaged institutions for the HEQC’s requirements for 

institutional audits and programme accreditation. This project is similar to the SETAs’ 

capacity building programmes, which are run for the preparation of providers for 

accreditation, monitoring and audits. 

The SETAs’ policy is to affect capacity building of all prospective providers and those 

that are provisionally accredited. The purpose of conducting capacity building for the 

provisionally accredited providers is to assist them in closing the gaps identified during 

accreditation so that their status can change to full accreditation. The purpose of 

capacity building for the prospective providers is to prepare them for accreditation. This 

system of accreditation differs from that of CHE where capacity building is conducted to 

prepare institutions for national reviews as opposed to accreditation. 

The independent study conducted by SAQA entitled Qualitative and quantitative analysis 

of the education and training quality audits of ETQAs (2003–2004) indicates the 

prevalence of problems with the current system of accreditation by both SETAs and 
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CHE, and therefore recommends an integrated approach to the accreditation system in 

South Africa (SAQA, 2006b:56). It further indicates that “HEQC has taken a principle 

decision NOT to delegate the function of quality assuring a learning programme at NQF 

Level 5 and above to another ETQA until it is satisfied that said ETQA will conduct such 

accreditation on the basis of and in alignment with the criteria and processes of HEQC” 

SAQA (2004:56). Implicit in this assertion is that the HEQC of CHE does not have 

confidence in the credibility and the capacity of the SETA ETQAs to perform quality 

accreditations, especially at NQF Level 5 and above. This means that not only is it a 

problem to have multiple structures that deal with accreditation and quality assurance at 

the same NQF Level 5, but also these structures do not work coherently and have 

doubts about each other’s capacity to execute accreditation work. Therefore, South 

Africa through SAQA will have to find a common body for the execution of quality 

assurance work within the HET band. 

3.7.2.1 Accreditation models and criteria for SETAs and CHE 

Accreditation models for SETAs and CHE  

The dominant model used, in line with the education and training sub-systems sector 

ETQAs, is that there should be one ETQA for each band on the NQF, which is a model 

that was adopted in the Higher Education Act (Republic of South Africa, 1997). The 

dominant model in terms of the economic sector ETQAs is one of diverse ETQAs that 

are capable of covering different levels of the NQF. This diversity is a result of Section 

10(e) of the Skills Development Act of 1998, which states that a SETA must within a 

week of its establishment be accredited by SAQA.. This has lead to the current 23 

SETAs, which at the same time are quality assurance bodies for their primary focus 

learning programmes inclusive of those offered at NQF Level 5 and above. This 

indicates that the scourge of uneven levels of quality and disparities at NQF Level 5 and 

above is a systemic, organisational, structural and legislative issue which is exacerbated 

by a lack of co-ordinated approach between the DoE and the DoL. 

Accreditation criteria for SETAs and CHE 

An analysis of all the SETAs’ accreditation criteria, procedures and processes reveals 

that there are common practices in their accreditation systems and the criteria they use 

for accrediting providers. The latter criteria are exactly the same for all the 14 SETAs 

whose websites were consulted on 17 May 2007, and these criteria are often used as 
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the minimum criteria for accreditation as prescribed per the Criteria and Guidelines for 

the Providers (SAQA, 2001b:21–28). Marock (2000:71) highlights the fact that there are 

common criteria which were agreed to by the SETAs to use for accredit providers. These 

criteria include the following: 

learning programmes: development, delivery and evaluation; policies and practices 

for managing off-site practical or work-site components; policies and practices for 

learner entry, guidance and support systems; staff selection, appraisal and 

development; financial, administrative and physical resources; management of 

assessment; and reporting procedures. 

The criteria, as outlined in the Marock Report (2000:71), are inextricably interwoven with 

the criteria encapsulated in the Criteria and Guidelines for the Providers (SAQA, 2001b: 

21–28). 

CHE examines the effectiveness and efficiency of an institution’s internal quality 

management system. It also checks whether the institution’s mission and objectives 

have “taken into consideration national imperatives as articulated in the Higher 

Education Act (HEA), the national plan for higher education, the human resource 

development strategy and other policy frameworks” (Council on Higher Education, 

2002). According to the CHE programme audit framework (2002), the scope of the 

HEQC audit covers the broad institutional arrangements for assuring the quality of 

teaching and learning, research and service learning programmes. 

It targets the following in institutional quality assurance: 

• Policies, systems, structures, resources and activities to support and enhance the 

quality of teaching and learning. 

• Policies, systems, structures, resources and activities to support and enhance the 

quality of research (if pertinent to the institutional mission). 

• Policies, systems, structures, resources and activities to support and enhance the 

quality of service learning programmes, including co-operative education 

programmes (if pertinent to the institutional mission). 

• The integration of quality assurance with institutional planning and resource 

allocation. 

• Stakeholder surveys and/or expert surveys on quality provision. 
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• Benchmarking standards and good practice in respect of effective quality systems 

against institutional, national and international benchmarks. 

An analysis of these stipulated criteria as implemented by SETAs and CHE indicates the 

prevalence of different foci in accreditation and quality assurance targets. In the final 

analysis CHE seems to be concentrating more on micro-level aspects of the provider, 

which are more learning programme-specific, as opposed to SETAs, which are 

predominantly macro-level-oriented in approach, looking at all aspects including 

corporate governance issues such as finance and provider governing structures. 

3.8 INHERENT PROBLEMS AND DEFECTS IN THE CURRENT 
LEARNING PROGRAMMES’ ACCREDITATION AT NQF LEVEL 5 AND 
ABOVE 

In the report on the HEQC consultative meeting on MoUs (Council on Higher Education, 

2004:3), CHE indicates that about 74 bodies have an interest in quality assurance in HE. 

This is a cause for concern for CHE as this multiplicity contributes to numerous problems 

and defects in the current learning programmes accreditation. The problems include the 

following:  

[D]uplication of functions and subjecting of higher education institutions to different 

and conflicting demands; legislative tensions in implementing QA functions by 

each body; lack of uniformity in the use of SAQA terminology and accreditation 

criteria; lack of uniformity in the type of evaluators used e.g. assessors versus peer 

evaluators; lack of uniformity in accreditation fees; increase to the scope of the 

ETQAs that is similar to HEQC’s scope; professional councils increased 

involvement in accreditation rather than registration of professionals. (Council on 

Higher Education, 2004:3) 

CHE seems not to have taken cognisance of the guidelines, visions and suggestions of 

the NQF and quality assurance document spelling out SAQA’s vision for quality 

assurance and the NQF. Leonard (2007:30), in his analysis of the HEQC’s report of the 

consultative meeting (convened by CHE) held on 12 February 2004, concludes that the 

MoU models of delegation used by CHE (on the policy level) totally ignore SAQA 

guidelines for co-ordination in the HE band. He concludes that this model contradicts 
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these guidelines in spirit and substance. Logistically, Leonard concludes that the models 

of delegation conflate and confuse key terms such as accreditation, co-ordination, MoU 

and delegation (2007:29). Leonard (2007:15) does not see the practicality of four 

categories of delegation promoting co-ordination. In this way he provides empirical 

evidence serving as a pointer towards the breakdown in communication between the 

HEQC and the tertiary stakeholders accredited by SAQA, as evidenced by the 

proceedings of the meeting of 12 February 2004. CHE also envisages a problem in 

implementing the Higher Education Act where it should delegate its functions to other 

bodies. According to the Council on Higher Education (2000:4), the Higher Education 

Act (1997) prescribes that “any quality assurance functions delegated by the HEQC 

must be approved by the CHE and gazetted. CHE believes, therefore, that this will have 

to be done with each ETQA, which could be a tedious, laborious, complex and 

expensive process for CHE” (Council on Higher Education, 2004:4). 

3.9 CONCLUSION 

SAQA requires CHE through the HEQC to co-ordinate quality assurance in the HET 

band. SAQA provides clear, pragmatic suggestions on how co-ordination should 

proceed in the HET band (SAQA, 2000:15–16). The signing of MoUs was suggested to 

initiate such co-ordination. 

The HEQC has not signed MoUs with SAQA-accredited SETAs nor with the statutory 

professional councils. What are the barriers impeding progress? Questionnaires and 

structured interviews were employed to ascertain the views of key stakeholders. The 

following chapter is a detailed analysis of all the interviews conducted, discussions held 

and questionnaires submitted by respondents and analysed to understand different 

perspectives on quality assurance and accreditation discourse in South Africa. It is also 

an endeavour to determine the extent to which quality assurance and accreditation can 

be improved in South Africa. 
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CHAPTER 4.  
IMPROVING QUALITY ASSURANCE AND 

ACCREDITATION IN SOUTH AFRICA 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter contains an analysis and assessment of data collected through 

questionnaires circulated to SETA, SAQA and CHE personnel selected on a purposive 

basis. It also contains an analysis and assessment of data collected via semi-structured 

expert interviews with SETA, CHE and SAQA officials on the current state of quality 

assurance and accreditation in South Africa. The chapter also covers the findings and 

conclusions emanating from the assessments, and deals with suggested improvements 

in the quality assurance practices by applying some conclusions from international best 

practices in this field. 

Twenty-three questionnaires were circulated to all 23 SETAs. One questionnaire was 

also distributed to SAQA and one to CHE. It is important to note that not all the 23 

SETAs’ quality assure learning programmes are pitched at NQF Level 5. Out of 23, only 

14 SETAs offer learning programmes at NQF Level 5. However, the circulation of 

questionnaires to all the SETAs was aimed at getting a holistic picture of what is 

happening in the SETA quality assurance environment. Since the study is not a 

comparison of the SETAs among themselves, but an evaluation of the roles of SETAs 

and the CHE in accreditation and quality assurance, the percentage of returned 

questionnaires does not affect the findings of this study. A total of 9 out of 23 

questionnaires were returned by the SETAs.  

The conclusions on this research have been drawn from semi-structured expert 

interviews, questionnaires and documents from CHE, SAQA and SETAs and have 

invariably informed the final research findings and conclusions. 
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4.2 ANALYSIS OF RESPONSES 

4.2.1 SETA ETQAs and their response to the questionnaires 
The number of responses received from the SETA ETQAs is 9 out of 23 (i.e. 39%). To 

maintain confidentiality each response was labelled at random from A to I. The originals 

are available in the researcher’s records. A blank version of the questionnaire was used 

to tabulate the responses. Only eight of the nine responses were analysed because 

respondent A claimed not to operate in the HET band. Responses C, D, and I were 

typed, the other six were handwritten. 

4.2.1.1 ETQA managers 

The questionnaires addressed to the SETA ETQAs were completed by ETQA managers 

in eight of the nine responses. Only one acting ETQA manager (viz. Response I) 

responded as follows: “I am the Company Senior Compliance Manager and I am 

overseeing ETQA as well until a replacement has been made”. 

4.2.1.2 Unit standards or qualifications at levels 5 to 8 (HET band) 

Eight of the nine respondents offered/quality assured unit standards-based learning 

programmes in the HET band. The one who claimed not to have qualifications in the 

HET band was not considered for further analysis. Consequently, eight of the nine 

responses were analysed in detail.  

4.2.1.3 Communication with CHE/HEQC about the accreditation and the quality 

assurance of unit standards and/or qualifications 

Six out of eight respondents (75%) claim to have communicated with CHE, while two 

(25%) did not. Some respondents have communicated through personal visits and 

formal meetings, but some through letters, telephone calls and e-mail. 

4.2.1.4 Evidence and comments by respondents 

Below are the comments, evidence and outline of the responses: 

B: “The CHE is not interested in unit standards.” 

G: “. . . initiated an MoU with CHE as is required by SAQA, but no agreement 

could be reached with the CHE.” 
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It can be deduced from the above that, according the respondents, there is no 

willingness from CHE to co-operate with SETAs. 
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4.2.1.5 Style of communication  

Table 4.1 

4.1  Letter 5 

4.2  Telephone 6 

4.3  E-mail 6 

4.4  Personal visit 4 

4.5  Formal meeting 4 

4.2.1.6 Clarification of roles in quality assurance by CHE/HEQC 

Fifty per cent (4) of the respondents indicated that CHE/HEQC has clarified its roles to 

the SETAs, but a corresponding number of 4 (50%) said there has been no clarification 

of roles. 

NB: The following information has been presented in a tabular form for ease of reference 

for all “yes” and “no” answers. 

Table 4.2 

6  In your experience, has the CHE/HEQC ever attempted to co-ordinate 
the HET band by involving your ETQA/SETA in any of the activities:  
 

ANSWERS: 

E: “A meeting was convened to involve the ETQA managers in accreditation 

activities. HE documents have delineation of roles.” 

G: “They [CHE] do not want an MOU, which can facilitate the process.” 

H: “They have communicated that they are about to schedule a workshop to 

communicate common and uniform model and format.” 

Yes No 

6.1 Attempted to facilitate a common interpretation of quality assurance 
policy? 

3/8 yes  4/8 no  

1/8 blank 

6.2 Tried to establish a common set of ground rules for quality 
assurance in the HET band? 
 

3/8 yes 4/8 no 

1/8 blank 
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COMMENTS: 

B: Did not respond in the affirmative or in the negative, instead commented 

as follows: “I do not believe that this is possible. Academic education is too 

far removed from work place education.” 

E: “Their documents have delineation of roles.” 

G: “There is no MOU signed as required by SAQA.” 

H: Workshop is “in the pipeline”. 

6.3 Attempted to provide a platform for discussion with your SETA on 
quality assurance in the HET band? 
 

COMMENTS: 

G: “There is no MoU signed as required by SAQA.” 

1/8 yes 7/8 no 

6.4 Tried to provide a common platform for discussion among the 
SETAs/ETQAs and SAQA on issues dealing with quality assurance in 
the HET band? 
 

COMMENTS: 

G: “The only platform [where] they had presented their position as HE is in an 

ETQA forum in 2006, organised by SAQA, which is insufficient to address QA 

in HE. They [HE] are imposing their framework which is very hard to achieve. 

They are also insisting on delegation model to the SETA ETQAs.”  

H: No answer was provided except a comment saying the common platform 

was “in the pipeline”. 

1/8 yes 7/8 no 

The table above is evidence of the SETA officials’ perspectives on CHE and its quality 

assurance and accreditation activities. Most comments fall under negative in this table, 

which is an indication that SETA officials view the CHE as a body that has not executed 

its quality assurance and accreditation mandates, contrary to the stipulations of the 

Higher Education Act. According to the responses, CHE has not done enough to co-

ordinate the HE band by involving SETA ETQAs. Four (50%) of the respondents have 

indicated that CHE has not attempted to facilitate common interpretation of quality 

assurance policies. Four (50%) of the respondents indicated that CHE has neither 

established a common set of ground rules for quality assurance nor attempted to provide 

a platform for discussion with SETAs on quality assurance activities for the HE band. 
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4.2.1.7 Difference between accreditation and quality assurance 

It can be concluded from the evidence below that SETA officials view accreditation and 

quality assurance as separate processes rather than similar concepts. They see quality 

assurance as broader than accreditation, and concur that accreditation is a component 

of quality assurance. 

Evidence 

Below are comments by the respondents to support the above: 

A: “In my opinion, accreditation is a form of quality assurance in forms, 

programmes, facilities and practices, etc.” 

B: “Definitely – the first is a singular event while the latter is ongoing.” 

D: “Accreditation is one aspect of quality assurance.” 

E: “Accreditation is a component of quality assurance. Quality assurance is 

broader.” 

G: “Accreditation is a function within QA.”  

H: “Accreditation is a phase in quality assurance.” 

4.2.1.8 SETA officials’ awareness of the CHE role within the higher education 

band 

The analysis indicates that all SETA officials (8; 100%) do not know what the role of 

CHE is within the HE band. 

4.2.1.9 SAQA as the SETAs’ accrediting body 

All respondents (8; 100%) have stated that they have been accredited by SAQA. 

4.2.1.10 SETAs’ operations against the SAQA Act 

All SETA officials (8; 100%) have indicated that their quality assurance and accreditation 

operational functions are in line with the SAQA Act.  
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4.2.1.11 SAQA guidelines on how to quality assure your learning programmes? 

Five SETA officials (60%) have indicated that they have received guidelines from SAQA 

on how to quality assure and accredit NQF Level 5 (and above) learning programmes. 

Three (40%) said they have not received anything. Therefore it can be concluded on the 

basis of the majority being positive that SAQA has given SETAs guidelines on how to 

quality assure and accredit learning programmes. 

4.2.1.12 Consistency in the current quality assurance and accreditation 

implementation in the levels 5 to 8 

Four (50%) of the respondents have indicated that there is lack of consistency in the 

current quality assurance and accreditation implementation in the HE band. The lack of 

consistency indicates that there are varying degrees of quality assurance and 

accreditation implementation within the HE band. Respondents below have indicated 

that quality assurance for the HE band should be streamlined. Some SETA officials 

believe that there is a clash between the legislative frameworks within this band between 

the Skills Development Act and the SAQA Act, which give birth to the quality assurance 

work of the SETAs, and the Higher Education Act, which gives CHE its quality 

assurance and accreditation mandate. 

Evidence 

Below are comments by the respondents to support the above finding.  

The question was whether any consistency exists in the quality assurance and 

accreditation implementation in levels 5 to 8. 

E: “No. Different ETQAs, councils and CHE do quality assurance for Level 5.” 

F: “No. An alignment has to be established between the two ETQAs (CHE and 

SETA ETQAs).” 

G: “Yes. SAQA ETQAs are working under a framework as prescribed by SAQA. 

The problem is the HE Act, which gives powers only to CHE/HEQC. Therefore 

there are different QA systems for HE qualifications.” 
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H: “Yes. My SETA follows the same format, except where training is conducted in 

a public DoE-registered college.” 

4.2.1.13 The current SETA/CHE quality assurance system within the higher 

education band 

Five (60%) of the respondents agree that there are problems with the current SETA/CHE 

quality assurance system in the country. 

The comments below are evidence of problems with the current system: 

C: “For the CHE it’s business as usual as it was for the last few decades. They 

have not embraced the NQF, especially as it affects qualifications in the 

occupational areas.” 

D: “Portability and mobility still remains an issue, especially when a learner comes 

from unit standard-based qualifications and has to complete a degree or so. This is 

purely because of the thinking.” 

E: “CHE does not trust the SETAs’ capacity for quality assurance.” 

F: “The providers (universities) have autonomy. This tends to make the universities 

lazy in some QA processes.” 

G: “There is no common framework between the SETA ETQAs and CHE because 

CHE refuses to work with them.” 

H: “It is more with the institution than the CHE.” 

I: “Certain qualifications are the domain of the Services SETA. For example, 

project management, labour, recruitment, property. We as the Services SETA 

cannot allow the CHE control over our qualifications, if lower level qualifications 

are QA by us. If we apply proper QA at the lower levels, then all our work is 

undone by the ‘poor’ QA practices applied by the CHE.” 
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4.2.1.14 SETA officials’ general comments on the quality of learning programmes 

from levels 5 to 8 

Evidence suggests that there are uneven degrees of quality within the current learning 

programmes from NQF levels 5 to 8. Some programmes are good, but some are 

abysmal. This indicates that there are varying capacities for and experience of quality 

assurance in the quality assurance bodies within the HE band and more especially at 

NQF Level 5. 

Evidence 

Below is evidence in the form of comments to support the above finding: 

B: “This is a very general question. I am sure there are excellent programmes and 

I am also sure there are abysmal ones.” 

D: “I feel it [learning programme] is outdated and out of touch. New South Africa 

brings with it challenges of globalisation, amongst others.” 

E: “There are different degrees of quality assurance and lack of consistency and 

co-ordination.” 

F: “Some universities have provider-based qualifications. The autonomy and 

delegations of the QA processes create discrepancies between one provider and 

the next.” 

G: “It is good in terms of the SETA providers, because they meet the requirements 

of the SETA ETQAs.” 

H: “The SETA does not experience any problems as our providers have their own 

private college.” 

I: “They are not applied consistently and across the board.” 

4.2.1.15 General comments on the inherent impact of the current quality 

assurance system for levels 5 to 8 in the country 

Comments by respondents paint a gloomy picture about the current quality assurance 

and accreditation functions in South Africa. They suggest that there should be an 
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overhaul of the current system as there is variable impact. In terms of these comments 

no system is currently infallible.  

Evidence 

Evidence of this conclusion is supplied below: The question asked the respondents to 
determine the impact of the current quality assurance system for NQF levels 5 to 8. 

B: “In tertiary education I think the CHE has made good progress. I imagine QA 

across SETAs is variable.” 

C: “None in relation to SETA quality assurance.” 

D: “The CHE quality assurance system was well suited for a privileged few during 

the apartheid era. They are still having difficulty understanding that the country has 

more than five universities.” 

E: “Selective employment of graduates depending on where they studied.” 

F: “The unemployability of graduates gives a great picture of the CHE’s QA 

processes.” 

G: “The HEQC and SETA ETQAs must find a common ground to work on the 

provision of HE providers. The standards are not the same between SETA ETQA 

providers and HEQC providers. Some of the qualifications will be highly 

specialised to occupations, therefore this poses a problem in the capacity of 

HE/HEQC, e.g. military, aviation. Therefore, there is room for the SETA ETQAs.” 

H: “Egotistical attitude of providers when it is convenient for them to say they 

belong to the CHE.” 

I: “They are not applied consistently and across the board.” 
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4.2.1.16 Comments on how the current SETA/CHE quality assurance 

arrangement can be improved (if there is a problem) 

B: “The two are very different and I have never believed that this arrangement 

could work. SETAs should stick to the workplace and the CHE to the academic 

environment.” 

C: “The CHE should work with SETAs in the sphere of qualifications for the world 

of work that require experiential training, as in learnerships.” 

D: “The deemed accreditation of institutions delivering CHE programmes needs to 

be addressed. The CHE needs a paradigm shift in terms of how they deal with the 

life cycle of their offerings.” 

E: “One QA body for all Higher Education Learning Programmes  

o Proper co-ordination by CHE 

o One QA for higher education band 

o One QA for occupational and vocational education and academic 

qualifications/LPE 

o Policy review for body doing QA at levels 5 to 8.” 

F: “Open the MoU process. Sign them with other ETQAs.  This will open their 

models to critique by others.” 

G: “Since the CHE/HEQC has a mandate to oversee the HE based on the Act both 

parties (i.e. SETAs and CHE) need to: 

o work on the requirements of providers who want to offer HE 

o work on domestic arrangements in terms of quality assurance of the 

provider and learning programme accreditation and approval 

CHE should also consider the mandate of the SETA ETQAs and that can lead to 

possible amendments in legislation/regulations that are involved 

CHE can take the leadership in terms of what should be practised in HE 
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The ministers of Education and Labour must reach agreement to effect that HE 

qualifications must work at a certain set framework whether they are working under 

SETA ETQAs/education-based ETQAs or professional bodies.” 

H: “Increase in quality assurors and a very simple and adaptable model of quality 

assurance.” 

I: “The CHE must take into consideration the QA activities of the Services SETA at 

a lower level. They cannot have a different set of QA criteria for the higher levels.” 

4.2.2 Council on Higher Education and its response to the questionnaire 
The Deputy Executive Director of CHE provided typed responses. The questions and 

answers were as follows: 

4.2.2.1 Comparison of interpretations of ‘accreditation’ and ‘co-ordination’. 

“Accreditation and coordination are not contrastable terms as there is no contradiction in 

them. The responsibility of the accreditation section of the Directorate is to process 

applications for accreditation submitted by both private and public higher education 

institutions.  

The co-ordination section of the Directorate is responsible for working with other bodies 

that also have a stake in quality assurance in higher education – e.g. professional 

bodies, SETAs, ETQAs, etc. This responsibility is in line with provisions of Education 

White Paper 3: A programme for the Transformation of Higher Education (1997), which 

gave a co-ordinating role to the HEQC on quality assurance matters in higher education. 

This co-ordination will, where necessary, lead to memorandums of understanding 

(MoUs).”      

4.2.2.2 SAQA in its May 2000 document (The National Qualifications Framework 

and Quality Assurance) defines its views on co-ordination in the HET 

band. Have you considered SAQA’s suggestions and have you tried to 

implement them? If the answer is no, why not? 

“The information that CHE has in its interaction with senior colleagues at SAQA is that 

SAQA has moved away from the notion of co-ordination that is mentioned in the said 

document. Besides, it is the view of the HEQC that it derives its mandate from various 
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policy documents, including (but not only) those of SAQA. There are places where the 

SAQA legislation and policies contradict with the Higher Education Act (1997) on the 

basis of which the CHE and HEQC were established. SAQA understands this and is at 

peace with it, which means that the CHE/HEQC will not be in a position to necessarily 

implement each and everything that is in SAQA documents.”    

4.2.2.3 SAQA in its May 2000 document defines its views on co-ordination in the 

HET band. Have you considered SAQA’s suggestions and have you 

tried to implement them? If the answer is no, why? 

“Same as question 2. See above response.” 

4.2.2.4 There is a perception that the SAQA view of co-ordination is not shared 

by the HEQC or simply ignored. Is such a perception justified? 

“See response to question 2. HEQC has a particular view on co-ordination, which 

includes aspects of what is in SAQA guidelines. The HEQC’s view is that co-ordination is 

not about merely signing MoUs. The HEQC sees itself as having an intellectual role of 

fostering a common understanding, approach and framework for quality assurance in 

higher education. Co-ordination is not about demarcating which qualifications belong to 

which ETQA, but is about that intellectual enterprise. The HEQA has an inherent 

problem with the technicist approach to co-ordination. The sooner there is agreement on 

this matter the better.”        

4.2.2.5 Can you point to specific milestones that have been achieved specifically 

with ‘co-ordination’ among the SETAs who operate in the HET band 

and are accredited by SAQA? 

“There is an interim working relationship between the HEQC and other ETQAs, including 

SETAs, where when it comes to skills programmes, we refer our own accredited 

providers, through a particular process, to the relevant SETA. This has worked very well. 

In August 2005, the HEQC had a two-and-a-half day workshop with the SETAs on 

accreditation systems used by the HEQC. The workshop also centred on the intellectual 

underpinnings of accreditation within the discourse of quality assurance. We think this 

has more value than the signing of MoUs (which does not suggest that MoUs are not 

important). We have already signed MoUs with the Engineering Council of South Africa 
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(ECSA) and we are going to sign others this year. We have developed, together with 

SAQA, a solution with respect to co-ordinating quality assurance among the SETAs, 

which we will present once the proposal has gone through the approval processes.”      

4.2.2.6 How do you envision the way forward with regard to co-ordination among 

the SETAs? 

“See response to question 5. Please note that the formation of the Quality Council for 

Trades and Occupations (QCTO) has implications for how we work with the SETAs. We 

can no longer speak of working with SETAs outside of the recently Cabinet-approved 

NQF review.” 

4.2.2.7 The idea of the ‘delegation of co-ordination’ seems to be an oxymoron 

(i.e. made up of contradictory or incongruous elements). A conductor 

cannot delegate his/her conducting function (which is actually the co-

ordination of the playing of the musicians) to members of his orchestra. 

How do you respond to these statements? 

“The respondent is not sure whether the use of oxymoron is accurate in this particular 

case. At no stage in the HEQC documents have we referred to ‘delegation’ of ‘co-

ordination’, as indicated in your question. We have referred to delegation as one of the 

ways of doing co-ordination and streamlining the quality assurance system in higher 

education.  He is also not sure whether the author’s metaphor of a conductor and an 

orchestra is an accurate one. The Higher Education Act’s section 7(3) states that ‘the 

HEQC may . . . delegate any of its quality promotion and/or quality assurance functions 

to another body that is capable of performing such functions’. This is where the key lies 

– capability. If we are to delegate, somehow we must have confidence in the capability 

of the body we are delegating to considering that delegating does not absolve CHE of 

the final authority.” 

4.2.3 The response from the SAQA director of quality assurance and 
development  

The director provided a typed response. The questions and answers were as follows: 

4.2.3.1 Internationally a clear distinction is usually made between quality 

assurance in Higher Education (HE) and quality assurance in 
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Vocational Education and Training (VET). SAQA seems to merge these 

into an HET band. Please provide motivation for this approach. 

“The National Qualification Framework as implemented in 1995 and thereafter, intended 

to have a single all-inclusive and integrated framework to ensure access and mobility to 

users where this was not possible previously. In this sense it is unique as you stated, but 

it was developed from a socio-political point of view.” 

4.2.3.2 SAQA suggests in its May 2000 document how co-ordination may be 

promoted in the HET band. Has SAQA tried to determine why HEQC 

seems to ignore its recommendations in this regard? 

 “The HEQC through the CHE is fulfilling its role of co-ordination in higher education in 

its own way. It started with a scoping exercise to determine the number of providers and 

was followed by the introduction of a single framework and criteria for accreditation. It is 

not a question of ignoring SAQA’s recommendations, but rather the way in which it is 

interpreted by CHE.” 

4.2.3.3 There is a perception that the SAQA view of co-ordination is not shared 

by the HEQC or simply ignored by it. Is such a perception justified? 

“The Director for quality assurance does not think the perception is justified as he does 

not believe the HEQC is deliberately ignoring any specific views. It is however true that 

the HEQC would interpret its co-ordinating role strictly according to its own Act without 

necessarily taking into account the effect it has on other acts and regulations.” 

4.2.3.4 Are you aware of specific attempts by the HEQC to promote ‘co-

ordination’ among the SETAs who operate in the HET band and are 

accredited by SAQA? 

“The HEQC invited SAQA and SETAs to a workshop when it was introducing its 

documents on the Framework and Criteria for Programme Accreditation on 4 and 5 

August 2005. The CHE participated in a SAQA-driven research project in an attempt to 

find a workable solution for MoUs in the higher education band in 2007. The CHE is 

currently involved in a project with SAQA to find a joint solution to the question of a MoU 

between CHE and other ETQAs.” 
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4.2.3.5 How do you see the way forward with regard to the co-ordination among 

the SETAs operating in the HET band? 

“Forth-flowing from the Joint Policy Statement by the ministers of Education and Labour, 

the proposal on three quality councils, one for Higher Education, one for General and 

Further Education and one for Trade and Occupations, refers to a high-level agreement 

between the three councils that would eliminate MoUs on an ETQA and provider level. 

Exactly how this will be implemented is not clear yet, but the indications are that a 

provider may operate on any level of the NQF and may straddle across all three quality 

councils.” 

4.2.3.6 The notion of the ‘delegation of co-ordination’ seems to be an oxymoron 

(i.e. made up of contradictory or incongruous elements). A conductor 

cannot delegate his/her conducting function (which is actually the co-

ordination of the playing of the musicians) to members of his orchestra. 

How do you respond to these statements?  

He (the SAQA Director) understands the concept differently. CHE retains the 

responsibility of co-ordinating delivery in HE but is prepared to delegate some of the 

quality assurance responsibilities to other ETQAs under their conditions. Co-ordination 

vs. delegation is not the problem, but rather the position of superiority over other ETQAs 

and the setting of the rules under which this delegation becomes possible. 

4.3 INTERPRETATION OF DATA  

The majority of the SETA ETQAs offer unit standards or qualification at levels 5 to 8. 

They are also responsible for the accreditation and quality assurance of learning 

programmes within the HE band.  

4.3.1 Communication 
Most of the SETA ETQAs have communicated with CHE/HEQC about the accreditation 

and the quality assurance of the unit standards, qualifications and their accompanying 

learning programmes. CHE has been unwilling to work with the SETA ETQAs as 

evidenced by the absence of MOUs, despite several attempts by SETAs in the form of 

letters, telephone calls, personal visits and formal meetings to engage with CHE. CHE 

does receive requests for meetings, etc, but has on only half of the occasions 
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acknowledged receipt of the SETA queries, which is interpreted as a lack of interest in 

dealing with SETAs.  

4.3.2 Clarity of CHE roles 
Fifty per cent of the respondents have indicated that CHE has clarified its roles to them, 

although a corresponding 50% of the respondents indicate that the roles have not been 

clarified to them. It is questionable why some SETAs have information that other SETAs 

do not have. This expresses doubt about the role of SAQA in ensuring equitable and 

proper dissemination of requisite quality assurance information to ETQAs to ensure 

consistency of quality assurance policy implementation. 

4.3.3 CHE co-ordination function 
CHE has convened a meeting with SETA quality assurance managers to build their 

capacity around its accreditation activities, but this did not bear any fruits as no actual 

accreditation of CHE institutions was done with SETA ETQA managers. Instead CHE 

issued a communication that a workshop would be held to take SETA through its uniform 

model of accreditation and quality assurance. The other platform where CHE presented 

its position was in 2006 in the ETQA forum, which had been organised by SAQA. The 

HEQC invited SAQA and SETAs to a workshop when it wanted to introduce its 

documents on the Framework and Criteria for Programme Accreditation on 4 and 5 

August 2005. 

Some SETAs believe that it is not possible for CHE to establish a common set of ground 

rules for the HET band, because of the fact that its major strategic thrust and foci are on 

academic education, which is far removed from the world of work. The HE band entails 

both academic and vocational education; therefore forcing vocational education down 

CHE throats is going to be suicidal for the education system. The underlying implication 

is that workplace education should be left entirely to the SETAs. 

CHE is not willing to engage with the SETAs, as evidenced by 90% of the respondents. 

SAQA is of the opinion that HEQC through CHE is doing its co-ordination job in its own 

way. CHE has its own interpretation of how co-ordination should be done based on 

SAQA recommendations. It is interesting to note that CHE also interprets its co-

ordination function strictly according to its own act without any due regard for the effect 

this has on other pieces of legislation such as the SAQA Act. According to CHE’s 
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response to the questionnaire, “there are places where the SAQA legislation and policies 

contradict the Higher Education Act (1997)”. Based on this CHE/HEQC is saying it will 

not be “in a position to necessarily implement each and everything that is in SAQA 

documents”. This means the current problems are created by contradictory legislative 

frameworks, and this is another challenge warranting action. In line with what 

CHE/HEQC says, SETAs also implement the SAQA legislation without taking into 

account what the HE Act says. There is no common understanding of what co-

ordination, as it is supposed to be done by CHE/HEQC, really entails. This leads to 

different interpretations by CHE/HEQC, SAQA and SETAs, and requires an agreed 

approach between the parties involved. 

4.3.4 Delegation model by CHE 
CHE has the responsibility to co-ordinate delivery in the HE band, but has committed 

itself to delegate some of its quality assurance functions to other ETQAs under their 

conditions. CHE/HEQC wants to delegate its quality assurance functions to the SETA 

ETQAs and subsequently play a supervisory role to the SETAs. This makes SETAs 

CHE’s implementation agents of quality assurance, despite SAQA as the custodian of all 

quality assurance processes and practices in terms of the SAQA Act of 1995. The 

current problem with CHE’s delegation, co-ordination and quality assurance functions is 

the position of superiority over other ETQAs which CHE wants to assume. This 

superiority is rooted from the response to the questionnaire where CHE/HEQC, in terms 

of the Higher Education Act’s Section 7(3), says it can only delegate to a body capable 

of performing its quality assurance functions and still reserve accountability and remain 

the final authority. The question is how one ETQA can be the final authority over other 

ETQAs. It would be an administrative anomaly to have one ETQA supervising other 

ETQAs despite the existence of SAQA, which is supposed to execute this function. 

All SETAs have a common understanding of what accreditation and quality assurance 

entail, which means SETAs have a common perspective of the quality assurance and 

accreditation functions, processes and policies. The analysis of data has revealed the 

startling finding that SETAs are not aware of the role of the CHE within the HE band. 

Some SETAs believe that CHE is doing an excellent job only in the academic 

environment, and by implication has no capacity for workplace/vocational learning 

programmes. All SETA ETQAs are accredited by SAQA, and their operations are in line 

with the SAQA Act. More than 60% of SETA ETQAs have indicated that SAQA has 
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given them quality assurance guidelines and they do their quality assurance jobs in 

terms of these guidelines. 

4.3.5 Consistency in quality assurance and accreditation within the HET 
band 

More than 50% of the SETA officials indicated that there is no consistency in the current 

quality assurance and accreditation implementation in the levels 5 to 8. They indicate 

that quality assurance is done by different quality assurance bodies, i.e. SETA ETQAs, 

professional councils and CHE. Some SETAs indicate a need to bring about alignment 

between CHE and SETA quality assurance and accreditation processes. The analysis 

further indicates that there is no problem in terms of what respective SETAs are doing, 

as they all follow the SAQA Act, policies, guidelines and processes. The only problem is 

the Higher Education Act, which gives quality assurance functions to CHE/HEQC only. 

This indicates that there is an overlap in both the SAQA and the Higher Education acts, 

which should be addressed, and that there are different quality assurance systems for 

HE qualifications. 

4.3.6 Current challenges in quality assurance and accreditation 
The majority of the SETAs and CHE/HEQC attest to the fact that the current SETA/CHE 

quality assurance system poses some major challenges. One startling finding is that 

South Africa is trying to align unalignable focus areas in the current education system. 

Workplace/vocational education cannot be aligned with academic education, as these 

two different education streams require two different quality assurance bodies. CHE has 

not transformed to embrace the NQF in so far as it affects trades and occupational 

areas. The current inconsistency in quality assurance processes has impacted on the 

portability and mobility of the learners if they have to complete degrees and other 

diplomas, which means portability and mobility is affected tremendously within the HE 

band. CHE distrusts the SETAs’ capacity for quality assurance, which affirms what CHE 

has indicated that there are different capacities for quality assurance in the current 

education system. Universities themselves have varying degrees of quality as 

underpinned by their differing and often uneven quality management systems. Another 

finding by the SETAs is that there is no common framework for both SETA ETQAs and 

CHE apart from the fact that all have to perform quality assurance and accreditation 

within the HE band. This poses a challenge in terms of the quality of learning 

programmes and the ultimate product (the graduates). Data also reveal that CHE has no 
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capacity to quality assure and accredit occupationally directed qualifications based on 

workplace training. 

4.3.7 Quality of the learning programmes 
The general trend is that there are varying degrees of quality within the HE band. Some 

programmes, especially technically oriented programmes and those offered by 

universities of technology and SETAs are labour intensive and excellent, as they 

respond to the demands of the economy and contribute to a higher rate of employment. 

However, some learning programmes, especially non-technically oriented programmes, 

offered by some SETAs and universities are predominantly theoretical and have 

invariably contributed to unemployed graduates as they cannot respond to the demands 

of the current economy and labour market. There are also discrepancies between SETA 

providers and CHE institutions in terms of quality. These discrepancies have the 

following unintended consequences for the current education system: 

• Selective and preferential employment of graduates on the grounds of where they 

studied. 

• Unemployable graduates. 

• Uneven standards of quality between SETA and CHE providers/institutions. 

• Bureaucratic turf wars between CHE and SETA ETQAs. 

• Uneven quality products (graduates). 

• Lack of cohesiveness in the current education system. 

4.4 CONCLUSION 

The broad hypothesis of this study, which was formulated at the beginning of this thesis, 

was that there are uneven levels of quality and different and varying capacities for 

quality assurance activities at NQF Level 5 and above in the current education system. 

This became a unit of analysis, as it would very much be problematic to have multiple 

accreditation and quality assurance systems for the same learning programmes. This 

had to be investigated to determine the veracity of the statement and to determine the 

impact thereof on the entire education system. The results of the analysis are a direct 

confirmation of what CHE has expressed reservations about. There is a general 

admission by the majority of the SETAs and SAQA, as well as CHE in its literature, that 

the current state of quality assurance of NQF Level 5 learning programmes is not 
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benefiting the South African public and should be improved. Furthermore, there are 

general views that there are two parallel systems or educational streams in the South 

African education system, namely vocational/workplace education and academic 

education. The error pointed out is that South Africa is trying to subject two separate and 

unrelated systems/streams of education to one quality assurance and accreditation 

system.  

This argument will be further explored in Chapter 5 of this study. This last chapter will 

attempt to tabulate final conclusions based on this confirmation and findings and 

propose strategies in the form of recommendations in terms of how these challenges 

can be addressed. Further recommendations will be based on what is taking place in 

other countries, and more especially those that have similar education systems, to 

determine how they have dealt with similar challenges. 
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CHAPTER 5.  
RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

The rationale behind this study was to investigate and compare the accreditation 

systems of CHE and SETAs to determine the veracity of the hypothesis that there are 

vastly uneven levels of experience of and capacity for quality assurance in the current 

education system.  

The problem statement was formulated as: “There are varying degrees and different 

capacities for quality assurance in the current education system”. 

The research objectives were the following: 

• Compare and contrast the two quality assurance and the accompanying 

accreditation systems. 

• Assess and describe the implications of the current CHE and SETA accreditation 

systems. 

• Test the veracity and the validity of the arguments that there are uneven levels of 

quality and different capacities for quality assurance and accreditation in the 

South African education system. 

• Construct an alternative model for quality assurance implementation. 

• Assess current policy implementation and accompanying procedures, processes 

and systems. 

• Reveal findings to confirm or refute the hypothesis. 

International practices of learning accreditation systems indicate that the process of 

creating accreditation and quality assurance systems is complex and, consequently, 

subject to false starts (Brown, 2004). Internationally, there is a separation between the 

HE sector and the VET sector; there is a tendency to establish unitary overarching 

accreditation and quality assurance agencies, as illustrated by the USA federal 

government’s involvement in the 1990s; the VET function that has been transferred from 

ANTA to DEST in Australian; and the Copenhagen processes (in the EU). The 
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complexity of the process implies that good organisational design and good governance 

are imperative.  

The main actors in the field of quality assurance and accreditation in South Africa are 

SAQA, CHE, SETAs and Umalusi. They are responsible respectively for the quality 

assurance and accreditation and registration of learning programme across the entire 

eight levels of the NQF. SAQA is responsible for accrediting all quality assurance 

bodies, including professional councils, CHE and SETAs. CHE is responsible for quality 

assuring and accrediting all learning programmes within the HE band. It also plays an 

oversight role in quality assurance activities executed by economic sector SETA ETQAs. 

SETAs are responsible for quality assurance of learning programmes based on 

qualifications registered on the NQF. These qualifications are spread across the NQF 

levels 1 to 8. Umalusi is responsible for learning programmes between NQF Level 1 to 4, 

which are the GET and FET bands. 

The evaluation of the implications of the CHE and the SETA accreditation systems on 

NQF Level 5 learning programmes has produced a number of findings and research 

conclusions, which form part of this study and are the basis for further research. They 

are followed by the recommendations geared towards addressing seeming prevalent 

gaps in the current education system . 

5.2 SUMMARY OF RESEARCH FINDINGS  

This study of CHE and SETA accreditation and quality assurance systems at NQF Level 

5 and above in South Africa has produced findings that are underpinned by international 

and local perspectives of quality assurance and accreditation within the HE band. The 

local perspectives are those of the three key role players involved, namely SAQA, 

CHE/HEQC and the SETA ETQAs.  

5.2.1 Finding 1: 
The SAQA policy, requiring CHE and the HEQC to co-ordinate the entire HET band, has 

not been implemented. 
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5.2.1.1 Evidence for the finding 

• This requirement is formulated in The National Qualifications Framework (NQF) 

and Quality Assurance, a publication of SAQA dated May 2000. 

• Section 7 of the Higher Education Act deals directly with the quality promotion and 

quality assurance functions of CHE and the HEQC. Section 7.2 states: “The CHE 

and the Higher Education Quality Committee must comply with the policies and 

criteria formulated by SAQA in terms of section 5(1)(a)(ii) of the South African 

Qualifications Authority Act, 1995 (Act No. 58 of 1995).  

• In 2003 CHE/HEQC published the results of a scoping exercise. 

• In 2004 CHE/HEQC acknowledged its mandate to co-ordinate the entire band in a 

meeting posted on CHE’s website (CHE, 2004a). 

• CHE/HEQC subsequently posted its strategy for expediting the signing of MoUs 

and co-ordinating the HET band on CHEs website (CHE, 2004a). 

• In 2006 SAQA commissioned research to determine why there seemed to be no 

progress in the signing of MoUs. 

• Despite all of this, MoUs have not been signed with the SAQA-accredited ETQAs 

or for that matter with the professional bodies. 

The HEQC presents the current situation as follows: 

• “There are places where the SAQA legislation and policies contradict with the 

Higher Education Act (1997) on the basis of which the CHE and HEQC were 

established.” No evidence or example in support of this statement is provided. 

• The CHE/HEQC quality assurance, accreditation and co-ordination mandate is not 

only derived from the SAQA Act, but also various other policy documents such as 

the Higher Education Act and the Education White Paper 3: Transformation of 

Higher Education (1997).  

• “The HEQC sees itself as having an intellectual role of fostering a common 

understanding, approach and framework for quality assurance in higher 

education. Co-ordination is not about demarcating which qualification belongs to 

which ETQA, but is about that intellectual enterprise I have just referred to. The 

HEQC has an inherent problem with the technicist approach to coordination. The 

sooner we all agreed on this the better.” (Response to questions by CHE’s 

Deputy Executive Director) 
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The “intellectual role of fostering a common understanding” is necessary, provided that it 

is not interpreted as full ownership of the process without the need to consult and reason 

with fellow ETQAs.  

In August 2005, the HEQC had a two-and-a-half day workshop with the SETAs on 

accreditation systems used by the HEQC. The workshop also centred on the intellectual 

underpinnings of accreditation within the discourse of quality assurance. According to 

CHE, this has more value than the signing of MoUs (which does not suggest that MoUs 

are not important). 

This statement implies that the HEQC is the sole and highest authority on quality 

assurance. Contrast this with the approach advocated by SAQA in the publication The 

National Qualifications Framework (NQF) and Quality Assurance (SAQA, 2000:3–4). 

What is SAQA’s understanding of ‘quality’? 

The commitment to developing representative and participatory processes and 

structures in which a variety of views, thinking, practice and experience are 

brought to bear on the development and implementation of the NQF points to an 

understanding of quality. Implicit is the notion that the definition and understanding 

of quality is arrived at through broad participation, negotiation and synthesis. 

The point of view of the SETA ETQAs is as follows: 

• Vocational education is as important as academic education. 

• Vocational and academic qualifications/education usually do not have parity of 

esteem. 

• CHE has no interest in workplace education.  

• CHE does not trust the SETAs’ capacity and capability for quality assurance within 

the HE band.   

• CHE is well suited to perform quality assurance of academic education and SETAs 

are more suited for workplace education. 

• Workplace/vocational education cannot be easily aligned with academic education. 

• CHE has no capacity to accredit and quality assure occupationally directed 

qualification and/or learning programmes. 



 73

5.2.2 Finding 2 
There are different degrees of quality assurance and a lack of consistency and co-

ordination at NQF Level 5. 

5.2.2.1 Evidence for the finding 

• There are different and varying interpretations of what constitutes quality and co-

ordination in the current education system. 

• There is inconsistency of quality within SETA-accredited and quality-assured 

providers, CHE/HEQC quality-assured institutions and between SETAs and CHE 

institutions. 

• SETA providers are subjected to different levels and capacities for quality 

assurance and accreditation, despite a common quality assurance framework 

within which they operate under SAQA, whereas universities are subjected to 

one framework for quality assurance under CHE/HEQC. 

• There are bureaucratic, administrative, governance and political turf wars between 

the DoE and the DoL, which impact on quality assurance and quality 

management systems of the ETQAs, SETAs and CHE. 

• The current NQF architecture is complex, unsustainable and unworkable. 

5.3 RECOMMENDATIONS 

The research findings and conclusion drawn from this study paint a gloomy picture about 

the state of the NQF quality assurance and accreditation in South Africa. Therefore, it is 

imperative to suggest recommendations that will help alleviate current challenges and 

that will serve as basis for further research. The following lessons should be learnt from 

international good practices regarding learning programme accreditation and quality 

assurance:  

• In line with best practices internationally there should be different frameworks for 

both academic and vocational/occupationally directed education within the HE 

band. These frameworks will be underpinned by their respective quality 

assurance principles, taking into consideration the unique circumstances and 

philosophies underpinning skills acquisition and specialised knowledge required 

to achieve competence in occupations, trades and other para-professions. 
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• There should be one quality assurance body for occupationally directed learning 

programmes to replace the current 23 SETA ETQAs. 

• NQF implementation by the quality assurance bodies should be aligned with 

broader government priorities. 

• Both the DoE and the DoL should drive the NQF implementation, with the DoL 

directly accountable for workplace/vocational/occupationally directed education 

and the DoE accountable for academic education. 

• The NQF should be streamlined to cater for both vocational and academic 

education, and both education streams should enable the learner to move 

progressively from NQF Level 1 to 10 depending on the stream he/she has 

chosen in line with the NQF principles of progression, articulation, portability and 

transferability. 

• If the SAQA legislation (SAQA Act of 1995) and its associated regulations 

contradict certain provisions of the Higher Education Act (1997), as alleged by 

the HEQC, these should be found and amended. 

• CHE/HEQC should be the primary and only quality assurance body for academic 

education within the HE band, and a different council should be established to 

quality assure occupationally directed/workplace learning programmes within the 

HE band.  

• The MoU arrangement should be scrapped and be replaced with fit-for-purpose 

agreements, which can be initiated at the request of parties involved in quality 

assurance functions. Research conducted by SAQA has indicated that MoUs are 

not an effective mechanism for the regulation of bilateral relationships between 

the SETAs and CHE/HEQC. 

• A transversal quality assurance team should be established to determine quality 

assurance levels for all quality assurance bodies within the HE band and SAQA 

should be the apex organ of state in this regard. 

• An interdepartmental steering committee should be established, comprised of 

senior officials from both the DoE and the DoL and this should be co-ordinated 

and reported to the ministers of both departments and the reports should 

eventually be sent to the Presidency. The Presidency should be the final 

authority and arbiter in all quality assurance-related matters involving the DoE 

and the DoL. 
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• The current NQF architecture is complex and unsustainable, and should therefore 

be streamlined. 

5.4 RESEARCH CONCLUSIONS 

The broad hypothesis for this study was formulated at the beginning of this research 

report and is contained in Chapter 1. This hypothesis was that there are uneven levels of 

and capacity for quality assurance in the current education system within the NQF Level 

5 learning programmes. This hypothesis was broken down into detailed research 

problems. These detailed problems, which formed the conceptual framework for this 

research, can now be answered as follows. 

Firstly, it can be concluded that the state of quality assurance and accreditation in South 

Africa from the advent of the previous decade of democracy has been in disarray. This 

seems to be a unique phenomenon to South Africa compared to what is happening or 

has happened in other countries such as Australia, the UK, USA ,Europe and sub-

Sahara countries, where there is a clear distinction between vocational/workplace and 

academic education and who the quality assurance bodies thereof should be.  

Secondly, the notion of quality is a very complex phenomenon not only in South Africa, 

but also at a global level (Harman & Meek, 2000). Therefore, SAQA refers to it as “a 

social construct” which should be “negotiated” (SAQA, 2000:3–4) and agreed to by all 

the people involved in issues of quality. The phenomenon of quality is not a contested 

area in this study among SETAs and CHE/HEQC; however, the area of contestation is 

the capacity thereof by SETAs and CHE/HEQC respectively and how the multiplicity of 

quality assurance activities for the same NQF level should be addressed.  

Thirdly, South Africa has complex, confusing, time-consuming and unsustainable parallel 

quality assurance and accreditation systems. This creates scepticism about the quality 

of quality assurance within the HE band. Challenges in the quality assurance of the 

current education and training are largely, but not entirely, created by a lack of open 

academic discourse between parties involved in the quality assurance pedagogy. This 

has, invariably, lead to bureaucratic turf wars between SETAs and CHE/HEQC. 

Fourthly, there is clearly a lack of an integrated quality assurance and accreditation 

framework in South Africa. This gap is exacerbated by the complex and contradictory 
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legislative frameworks and various policy documents according to which different quality 

assurance bodies operate, which underpin all the practices and functions executed by 

them. Therefore, a solution will have to be sought to address this particular contradiction.  

Fifthly, there are indeed uneven levels and capacities for quality assurance in the current 

education system in South Africa. Therefore, there are varying degrees of quality in our 

system. This is a confirmation of the hypothesis of this study. 

The research results that support the initial hypothesis are crucial in improving the 

quality of the quality assurance systems in South Africa and other developing and 

developed countries, as NQF is a very new invention in many countries in the world. 

These results will further improve policy-making and policy-review processes and chart 

new models and trajectories of quality assurance and accreditation in South Africa. 

5.5 LIMITATIONS OF THE RESEARCH 

This research has shed light on the accreditation systems and quality assurance 

processes of both SETAs and CHE. In the same vein one should highlight the limitations 

that have impacted on this research. 

The scope of the research was too limited to provide sufficient data on which conclusive 

conclusions could be drawn across the entire SETA landscape. As a result, inputs from 

a sample of SETAs were used to draw a bigger picture about SETA operations. The 

questionnaires received were not fully reflective of the dynamics and complexities of 

each SETA to be able to draw generalisable conclusions. Each SETA had its own 

unique operational dynamics, which made it difficult to draw a comprehensive picture of 

the current state of affairs. Despite this, conclusions were reached based on SAQA 

policy documents and accompanying regulations, and literature that underpin the 

operations of all the quality assurance bodies. 

The availability of literature on accreditation and quality assurance in general both in 

South Africa and internationally is another limitation that has impacted on this research 

project. Due to the fact that the NQF is a relatively new system, limited information was 

available on the subject of accreditation and quality assurance by SETAs and CHE. As a 

result, conclusions reached were only based on direct inputs from SETAs and 

CHE/HEQC as well as on their limited publications. On top of this, grey literature was 
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used to reach conclusions backed by international literature available at the time of the 

study on the topic of this research. 

As the issue of accreditation between SETAs and CHE is currently a highly emotive 

issue, most of the officials from the SETAs and CHE were not eager to be party to the 

interviews on these issues, especially at this time when the entire SETA and quality 

assurance landscape is being redefined. All inputs through semi-structured 

questionnaires had emotional undertones as a result of the contested nature of the 

quality assurance topic within the HE band. This resulted in inputs that mainly sought to 

protect own turfs as opposed to objective inputs required to guide valid conclusions of 

this research. Above all the stated limitations, it should be mentioned that there was 

likely to be discernable, but not so clearly stated bias in the research of this kind with the 

researcher deeply involved with the SETA accreditation and quality assurance systems, 

although an attempt was made to rise above this subjectivity through semi-structured 

expert interviews with officials not directly involved with the SETAs, namely from SAQA 

and CHE. 

Finally, the actual impact of the challenges currently experienced within the HE band has 

not yet been determined through scientific research. This can form part of further 

research, as the phenomenon is too complex to be dealt with within the scope of this 

study. 
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