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1. Introduction 

In the context of increased geo-political tensions impacting procurement and institutional 

autonomy, the world currently also faces poly-crises, such as climate change, poverty, 

inequality, and climate change. In the midst of these contextual and world-wide crises, higher 

education additionally faces three critical challenges, namely financial sustainability. 

increasing costs, and a need for leadership that is committed to pragmatic transformation, 

social justice, and access. There is also a dire need for greater commitment to quality and 

transformation in order to address challenges in governance, management and leadership, 

access and success, equity, institutional cultures, progressive and inclusive teaching, and 

institutional equity (Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET), 2024).   

 

Indeed, South African higher education is characterized by increased homogenisation in the 

system because of a focus on rankings, which contribute to a lack of systemic differentiation. 

There are also serious questions about the quality of learning and teaching in the sector 

(Habib, 2024). It is pivotal that higher education institutions should be the engines of social 

and economic transformation and leaders in finding ways to meet the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) (Rensburg, 2024).  

 

Despite these challenges, however, stakeholders within the higher education sector, 

especially those whose primary concern is teaching and learning, have the opportunity to 

foster public-private partnerships and South-South collaboration through collaborative 

programmes. Digital transformation may also provide opportunities to develop new financial 

sustainability models, which can leverage technology to enhance the sector’s resilience. A 

global focus on sustainability can create 100 million jobs in Africa by 2050 due to its focus on 

the green economy, which requires skilled professionals in related industries.  

 

The Quintuple Helix Model (QHM) and concepts like the fourth-generation university are 

innovative approaches for higher education. The QHM approach integrates academia, 

industry, government, civil society, and the natural environment to foster sustainable 

development and address complex societal challenges such as climate change. It focused on 

innovation and knowledge dissemination, thereby promoting a more inclusive and sustainable 

approach to economic and social development (Borrero & Yousafzai, 2024). Dumoulin and 

Malkov (2024), for example, indicate that the fourth-generation university is actively engaged 

in co-creation processes with industry, governmental bodies, and civil society through trusted 

partnerships, fostering vibrant local innovation ecosystems. It is a global university, which 
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embraces open innovation and is embedded in the local innovation ecosystem, aiming to 

tackle societal challenges and catalyse regional economic growth (p. 3). Quality learning and 

teaching is foundational to these innovative approaches.  

 

2. Purpose 

The purpose of this strategy is to: 

 

a) Create alignment and enhance academic excellence through high-quality learning and 

teaching.  

 

In competitive local and international higher education landscapes, quality teaching and 

learning play a vital role in differentiating institutions from each other (Altbach & Salmi, 2011), 

and South African universities have to address serious questions about learning in the system 

(Edwin, 2024). By aligning with Vision 130 and the UFS strategic plan 2023-2028, this 

Learning and Teaching Strategy (LTS) focuses on creating a learning and teaching experience 

at the UFS, which will leverage research-led and evidence-based approaches to attract high-

calibre students and staff and engage them in a vibrant learning and teaching environment.    

 

b) Develop a signature learning and teaching environment that optimizes technology for 

flexibility and responsiveness and optimizes engagement and success for employability. 

 

Higher education is currently confronted by the need for a paradigm shift regarding use of 

technology in learning and teaching. This paradigm shift has been largely driven by the 

COVID-19 pandemic and the advances made in artificial intelligence (especially Generative 

AI) (O’Dea, 2024). A combination of a research-led and evidence-based approach to 

curriculum design is necessary, with a focus on a deeply contextualized teaching and learning 

environment. Such a focus will enable significant learning experiences, which will entice 

students to pursue postgraduate degrees and qualifications at the UFS and embrace lifelong 

learning (Fink, 2013). The importance of improving student success is a core focus of higher 

education, locally and globally, with socio-economic mobility being introduced in classification 

systems (Lederman, 2024). 

 

c) Intentionally design and align the learning and teaching infrastructure for financial 

sustainability and social impact.  
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Universities need to be leaders in creating societal sustainability through engaged scholarship 

and work-integrated learning (Kigotho, 2024). In addition, a decline in government spending 

necessitates the consolidation of infrastructure and optimization of support through 

collaboration and innovative cost-sharing approaches based on impact analyses. A system 

driven by data analytics will be vital to optimize efficiency.     

 

3. Philosophy of learning and teaching 

This section outlines the philosophical assumptions or beliefs about learning and teaching that 

underpin this strategy and align with the values of the UFS. 

3.1 Learning-centredness as the key to excellence 

In a post-pandemic world, institutions’ focus on learning has increased, enabling lifelong 

learning, which is an integral part of the development of financial sustainability models (Hunt 

& Chalmers, 2021; UNESCO, 2024). Indeed, learning has always been at the heart of any 

university’s existence. Mintz (2024) argues that a learning-centred university can create and 

transform impact as well as gender equality in today’s polarized world. In a learning-centred 

university, both research and teaching must focus on promoting learning. For academics, 

learning is often achieved through research using specific methods and research criteria. For 

21st-century students, learning is achieved through teaching focused on facilitating learning 

using specific methods, media, and criteria (Light, Cox & Calkins, 2009). Appendix 1 provides 

a comparison of teacher–, student–, and learning-centred teaching.  

 

The crucial importance of the nexus between learning, teaching and research is vital for 

enhancing quality (Hordosy & McLean, 2022). This nexus can find expression in research-

based teaching (RBT) approaches, which intentionally integrate research activities as part of 

pedagogy (Zou & Chen, 2024). This approach can be integrated into work-integrated learning 

approaches.   

3.2 Care as key to an inclusive and diverse environment 

A caring environment where people (students and staff) feel a sense of belonging is essential 

for effective learning and teaching and for sustaining democracy (Swartz, Gachago & Belford, 

2018; Tronto, 2018). In linking this sense of belonging to learning, Letseka (2012, p 57) argues 

for integrating the Ubuntu philosophy into teaching and learning. He argues that “Ubuntu 

reveres human life, dignity, respect, caring and compassion”. He also indicates that the focus 
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of Ubuntu on caring and sharing transcends ethnocentric notions of uniqueness. Therefore, 

the learning and teaching environment needs to be deeply inclusive of diversity (race, gender, 

neurology, etc.). Enhancing the use of Universal Design for Learning (UDL) by designing 

curricula and spaces for those students who occupy the margins can help improve 

accessibility, promote greater equity in learning outcomes, and promote a sense of belonging 

(Bartlett & Ehrlich, 2024; Williams, 2021). Additionally, promoting a pedagogy of care in online 

and hybrid environments needs to be developed to create a signature learning experience at 

the UFS (Pietersen, 2024). In an AI-disrupted world, care is prioritized through a Human-

Centred AI (HCAI) approach to artificial intelligence development. An HCAI approach 

acknowledges human needs, values, and experiences. It also emphasizes that the integration 

of AI systems into human contexts should enhance human capabilities and ensures that 

ethical considerations are at the forefront (Xu et al., 2023). 

3.3 Innovation for social justice and sustainability  

“Teaching is the one profession that makes all other professions possible” - Unknown.  

 

The poly-crises confronting the world need to be tackled in higher education institutions, 

specifically in our learning spaces (Habib, 2024). Mitigating these crises requires a deep 

commitment to finding innovative ways to enhance equity by addressing the digital divide in 

the South African context and developing curricula that help students acquire the attributes 

that make them more desirable employees. Leveraging technology can help to design and 

develop innovative blended learning environments and modes of delivery (Council on Higher 

Education, 2024b; Sengupta & Blessinger, 2022). Therefore, at the centre of all UFS teaching 

and learning innovation should be the promotion of social justice, the financial sustainability of 

the institution and environmental sustainable development for the country and planet.   

3.4 Quality, which embraces accountability and impact 

The introduction of the Quality Assurance Framework (QAF) by the Higher Education Quality 

Committee (HEQC) emphasizes the critical importance of building institutional quality 

assurance capacity (Council on Higher Education, 2022). Quality, performance (i.e., impact), 

and accountability are deeply intertwined in teaching and learning (Hazelkorn et al., 2018). 

Performance or impact measures of teaching and learning include the delivery of employable 

graduates, increased postgraduate enrolment, especially PHD enrolment, and attainment 

(World University Rankings 2024, 2023). Achieving excellence will require a commitment to 

continuous improvement in learning and teaching (especially scholarly teaching), as well as 

initiatives that enhance the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL). 
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4. Strategic Priorities 

4.1 Enhancing graduate attributes for impact 

The world has started transitioning from the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR), which focused 

heavily on digitalization and automation, to the Fifth Industrial Revolution (5IR), which 

emphasizes the harmonious coexistence of humans and machines (Carayannis & Morawska-

Jancelewicz, 2022). Therefore, future-ready graduates will need to be able to put human 

needs at the centre of technological advancement. They will also need to have a deep 

understanding of environmental sustainability and social responsibility (Carayannis & 

Morawska-Jancelewicz, 2022). Analytical skills (e.g., critical thinking and problem-solving) will 

need to be complemented by digital skills that will allow students to be digitally fluent in a 

technology-disrupted future. Graduates will need to acquire systems thinking skills by 

developing an understanding of communities and organisations. They will also need to 

communicate and collaborate in an emotionally intelligent manner (i.e., with empathy and 

adaptability) (World Economic Forum, 2023).  

 

Therefore, the development and enhancement of the graduate attributes at the UFS need to 

strengthened through intentional action plans. The inclusion of digital skills and competencies 

as the ninth graduate attribute and the associated digital pathway has the potential to 

strategically position UFS graduates, if intentionally integrated into programmes and curricula. 

To develop environmental sustainability and planetary awareness, CTL is also developing a 

proposal in collaboration with the SARCHi Chair in Higher Education and Human 

Development, the Centre for Development Support (CDS), to reengineer the ethical reasoning 

graduate attribute to focus on environmental sustainability. The aim is to integrate cutting-edge 

content with innovative pedagogy to catalyse social innovation and entrepreneurship in all 

undergraduates. In addition, environmental sustainability will be integrated into other 

attributes, for example, community engagement and entrepreneurial mindset.    

 

Proposed UFS graduate attributes 

 

It is critically important to mention that the World Economic Forum identifies the following 

foundational skills that underpin graduate attributes: literacy, numeracy, scientific literacy, ICT 

literacy, financial literacy, and cultural and civic literacy (Soffel, 2016). Considering the 

increased number of enrolments of students from quintile 1-3 schools, the UFS needs to offer 

these skills through foundational courses (academic literacy, lifelong learning skills, and 

mathematical literacy), UFSS, and other faculty-specific courses. A task group will be 
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established to build on this foundational work, especially with a focus on conceptualising the 

ethical reasoning for sustainability attribute.  The updated eight UFS graduate attributes are 

provided in Table 1. 

 

Table 1: Graduate attributes defined 

Attribute Definition 

Academic 

competence 

Academic competence refers to the knowledge, skills and attitudes (including values) that 

students develop through their interaction with discipline-specific content. Critical to academic 

competence is lifelong learning, which is an all-purposeful learning activity, undertaken on an 

ongoing basis with the aim of improving knowledge, skills and competence. Lifelong learners are 

curious, take initiative, learn independently, transfer knowledge, and reflect on their learning. 

Critical thinking 
Critical thinking is a habit of mind characterised by the comprehensive exploration of issues, 

ideas, artefacts, and events before accepting or formulating an opinion or conclusion. 

Problem-solving 
Problem solving is the process of designing, evaluating and implementing a strategy to answer an 

open-ended question or achieve a desired goal. 

Oral communication 

Oral communication is a prepared, purposeful presentation designed to increase knowledge, to 

foster understanding, or to promote change in the listeners' attitudes, values, beliefs, or behaviours. 

Written 

communication 

Written communication is the development and expression of ideas in writing. Written 

communication involves learning to work in many genres and styles. It can involve working with 

many different writing technologies and mixing texts, data, and images. Written communication 

abilities develop through iterative experiences across the curriculum. 

Community 

engagement 

Community engagement is working to make a difference in the community life of our communities 

and developing the combination of knowledge, skills, values and motivation to make that difference. It 

means promoting the quality of life in a community, through both political and non-political 

processes. In addition, community engagement encompasses actions wherein individuals 

participate in activities of personal and public concern that are both individually life-enriching 

and socially beneficial to the community. Finally, community engagement includes an 

understanding of the social and cultural diversity in our country, whereby students value and 

respect different cultures and are able to analyse and solve problems with people from different 

backgrounds and cultures. 

Ethical 

Reasoning for 

Sustainability 

Ethical reasoning is reasoning about right and wrong human conduct in relation to environmental 

sustainability. It requires students to be able to assess their own ethical values and the social context 

of problems, recognise ethical issues in a variety of settings, think about how different ethical 

perspectives might be applied to ethical dilemmas and consider the ramifications of alternative 

actions. Students’ ethical self-identity evolves as they practice ethical decision-making skills and 

learn how to describe and analyse positions on ethical issues related to sustainability. 

Entrepreneurial 

Mindset 

Entrepreneurial mindset is the set of attitudes, skills and behaviours that students need to succeed 

academically, personally and professionally. These include initiative and self-direction (leadership), 

risk-taking, flexibility and adaptability, creativity and innovation, critical thinking and problem solving. 

Other definitions include the ability to see opportunities, marshal resources and create value. 

An entrepreneurial mindset applies to all spheres of life. It enables citizens to nurture their 

personal development, actively contribute to social development, enter the job market as 

employees or as self-employed, and start or scale up ventures which may have a cultural, social 

or commercial motive (Bacigalupo et al., 2016; The Entrepreneurial Mindset | NFTE, 2023) . 
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Attribute Definition 

Digital Skills and 

Competencies 

Digital skills and competencies include the ability to engage with, use and create technologies to 

enable learning and working in a digital society. 25 Digital skills frameworks from across the world 

are integrated into four themes, namely ICT Proficiency, Digital Citizenship, Information, Data and 

Media Literacy, and Digital Creation.  

 

4.1.1 Propositions for the operationalisation of this strategic priority 

 

4.1.1.1 Intentional embedding of digital skills and competencies: Level 1 of the newly 

developed graduate attributes has already been integrated into the UFSS foundational 

module. The process of intentionally integrating levels 2 and 3 into programmes and curricula 

more broadly has started but has to be monitored and supported over the long term to ensure 

that UFS graduates leave with the skills necessary to thrive in a technology-disrupted future. 

A HCAI approach will be integrated into the graduate attributes to ensure that human 

capabilities and ethical considerations are at the forefront of learning and teaching at the UFS.   

 

4.1.1.2 Reengineer the 6th graduate attribute into ethical reasoning for sustainability:  

This collaborative project will include the development of environmental sustainability content 

which include global and local perspectives. The content can be integrated into curricular and 

co-curricular interventions. 

 

4.1.1.3 Integrate social innovation and entrepreneurship across the graduate attributes: 

The reengineering of the 6th graduate attribute will be supplemented by the integration of 

cutting-edge environmental sustainability content with innovative pedagogy to catalyse social 

innovation and entrepreneurship in all undergraduates. Entrepreneurship should be seen as 

including economic, social, and ecological entrepreneurship. These attributes will be 

integrated into the current community engagement and entrepreneurial mindset graduate 

attributes.    

 

4.2 Improve student success through alignment, data, and 

technology 

 

Ensuring access, articulation, and success is key to a well-functioning Post-School Education 

and Training system (Council on Higher Education, 2024a). The focus on improving student 

success has grown even sharper as public higher education, globally, is being confronted by 

various stakeholders about the efficiency of institutions and systems (Blake, 2024). Therefore, 
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Du Plessis (2024) has emphasized the need for South African higher education to improve its 

efficiency in terms of degree attainment and research production.  

 

Through strategic prioritization, the efficient use of government grants, and international donor 

funding, the UFS has become a leader in student success. The aspirations of Vision 130 for 

a better undergraduate-postgraduate ratio and for the production of desirable and employable 

graduates require an intensified focus on student throughput and narrowing graduation and 

throughput achievement gaps.  

Although donor funding has enabled the development of the GPS@UFS Hub and a scaled 

employability approach, two years of investment is too short to ensure financial sustainability. 

Therefore, a focus on mobilizing donor funding is needed. In addition, the decline in 

government grants will require the development of an innovative approach to cost-sharing to 

ensure the maintenance of the scaled, high-impact practices with proven evidence-based 

track records of improving students' success. In accordance with the principle of responsible 

stewardship, both optimization analyses and innovation in pedagogy have been initiated to 

minimize costs. Fortunately, the Siyaphumelela 3.0 grant will enable the UFS to collaborate 

with the National Institute for Student Success (NISS) based at Georgia State University. This 

collaboration will enable the UFS to develop a student success framework to create the 

optimal alignment of student success initiatives. The framework will align curricular and co-

curricular support to, for example, address mental health and well-being in higher education 

(Aloka, 2024) .      

 

4.2.1 Propositions for the operationalisation of this strategic priority 

 

4.2.1.1 Develop a student success framework in collaboration with NISS: By 

collaborating with the NISS, the UFS will be able to reflect critically on data integration and the 

alignment of student success initiatives in the curricular and co-curricular spaces. This will 

inform the development of a student success framework that will clarify pathways to 

throughput using data analytics and optimizing the efficiency of the GPS@UFS Hub.   

 

4.2.1.2 Develop innovative cost-sharing and optimization models: The decline in 

government grants has necessitated the development of a cost-sharing model with faculties 

to ensure that the proven impact of scaled, high-impact practices is maintained.  

 

4.2.1.3 Obtain donor funding to ensure the financial sustainability of GPS@UFS and 

scaled employability: The robust evidence for the impact of the GPS@UFS Hub, as well as 

the scaled career development and employability pathway, needs to be leveraged. This will 
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be important in mobilising donor support to enable the initiatives to run for an additional 3-

years ultimately assisting them to become sustainable.  

 

4.2.1.4 Develop research and data-driven interventions to address achievement gaps: 

The collaboration between NISS and the team researching the reasons behind the gender 

performance gap in Siyaphumelela 3.0 will be used to more thoroughly understand 

achievement gaps in general and develop nuanced, individualized interventions using 

nudging, digital support, and co-curricular support.  

 

4.2.1.5 Enhance the efficiency and impact of High Impact Practices (HIPs): In order to 

complement and expand the reach and impact of HIPS, current optimization analyses, 

innovative curriculum development, and an investigation of how students and academic use 

digital platforms (including the use of AI) must be explored. 

4.3 Expand curriculum renewal to ensure significant learning 

Transforming the curriculum continues to be one of the critical challenges facing South African 

higher education (Lange, 2017; Tabane et al., 2023). Curriculum can be viewed as consisting 

of different parts: the explicit curriculum, for example, reading, assessments, practicals, etc.; 

the hidden curriculum, which is the university’s dominant culture and values; and the null 

curriculum, which is what a university chooses to leave out of the curriculum (Le Grange, 

2016). 

 

With this in mind, decolonization should dismantle epistemic violence and promote inclusivity 

and epistemic agency by integrating Indigenous Knowledge Systems (IKS) into curricula to 

create a more equitable educational landscape (Simmonds, 2024). Muraina et al. (2024) calls 

for a specific focus on historical and structural barriers faced by African students in higher 

education. Additionally, Sibanda and Maseko (2024) argue that decolonising disciplines (the 

field of academic literacies for the authors) should be a collaborative effort based on 

“humanness” embodied in the concept of “Ubuntu”. This collaborative effort is necessary for 

exploring a range of pedagogies (positionality, transitionality, and relationality) to build a 

university and society which actively builds and strives for epistemic success. They indicated 

that a lot still needs to be done to develop non-violent epistemic pedagogies that bridge the 

epistemic border in the classroom and society (2024, p.23). 

 

Another initiative aimed at broadening curriculum renewal is the Curriculum Renewal 

Programme (CRP), which was developed in collaboration with the University of Virginia’s 
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Center for Teaching Excellence. The CRP has supported over 300 academics to design 

contextually responsive curricula and enabled them to reflect on blended learning, the use of 

technology, decolonization, and the graduate attributes. The CRP is reviewed annually and 

needs to intentionally integrate and include environmental sustainability (Piazza et al., 2024). 

The dearth of programme design expertise within the UFS requires a collaborative approach 

to develop capacity in this critical area.  

 

To support the development of a vibrant and epistemically diverse learning and teaching 

environment, the CRP should emphasise the importance of Universal Design for Learning 

(UDL) to create a feeling of belonging and inclusion (Fleming, 2023). The CRP should include 

a more nuanced equitable approach to teaching and the integration of environmental 

sustainability and Work Integrated Learning (WIL). WIL will significantly enhance graduates' 

employability by bridging the gap between academic knowledge and practical skills (Grantham 

& Lachizzi, 2024). To enhance environmental sustainability, social innovation, and social 

entrepreneurship, the content development for the ethical reasoning for sustainability attribute 

should be integrated into the CRP. The importance of creating a collaborative network between 

faculties, their advisory boards, career services, and CTL is also vital to creating a scaled 

approach to employability. The innovations will help to develop a significant learning 

experience at the UFS (Fink, 2013). 

 

4.3.1 Propositions for the operationalisation of this strategic priority 

 

4.3.1.1 Enhance the CRP: The development of a CRP short-learning programme and 

increasing the popularity of the programme, requires careful consideration and the optimal 

design of the programme. Innovative blended learning design should be explored to consider 

scaled delivery with impact.   

 

4.3.1.2 Co-creation and implementation of a Programme Renewal Programme (PRP): By 

collaborating closely with DIRAP, a programme should be designed and implemented to 

address the dearth of programme design capacity at the UFS. This will help to promote and 

support continuous quality enhancement. 

 

4.3.1.3 Scaling WIL: To scale WIL, its scope in the institution needs to be mapped. 

Concurrently, WIL training needs to be integrated into academic staff development and aligned 

with the graduate attributes project to minimize duplication.  
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4.3.1.4 Development of an employability culture: To develop an employability culture, the 

CTL will coordinate the development of an employability framework. The alignment of 

communication and enhanced collaboration is critical to scale participation in the career 

development and employability pathway. 

4.4 Design learning for sustainability, flexibility and inclusion 

The COVID-19 pandemic and developments in AI necessitate the development of new models 

of provision that are critical to the sustainable future of higher education (Andrade, 2023). The 

UFS Blended Learning and Teaching Policy (2022) provides a policy framework within which 

a new signature learning and teaching experience will create significant learning as well as 

the creation of a lifelong learning relationship between students and the institution. To create 

this experience, the UFS will need to create a continuum of the learning and teaching offerings 

from undergraduate to postgraduate to short learning programmes (i.e.,micro-credentials).  

 

The Council on Higher Education (2024) indicates that new modes of provision should address 

the dimensions of time-pace-space, preparedness, responsiveness, integrity, and institutional 

support (Council on Higher Education, 2024b). A critical pillar of the design and implementation 

of a new signature learning and teaching experience is the development of digital skills for 

staff and students (Council on Higher Education, 2024c; World Economic Forum, 2023).   

 

As technology has become a significant cost-driver in global higher education, universities 

need to reflect carefully on the relationships between pedagogy and technology (Fawns, 

2022). Amiel (2024), for example, warns that an institution’s choice of technology platforms 

should be carefully considered. The proposed platforms for the UFS signature learning 

experience should, for example, include a learning management system, a dedicated 

assessment platform, a lecture capture system, engagement and active learning platforms, 

relevant assistive technologies, and anti-plagiarism software. By focusing curriculum and 

programme design and academic staff development around these platforms the UFS can start 

driving down technology costs. 

 

The disruptive impact of AI also requires that the UFS develops a policy position on the use of 

AI, as well as guides and appropriate training for staff. The development of these materials 

should be co-created by faculties, CTL, the library and the Inter-disciplinary Centre for Digital 

Futures (ICDF).  
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4.4.1 Propositions for the operationalisation of this strategic priority 

 

4.4.1.1 Design and implement a signature mode of delivery: This will require the mapping 

of current learning and teaching software and platforms. It also calls for identifying the core 

platforms that can become the focus of academic staff development and the development of 

signature learning and teaching experiences that will catalyse a lifelong learning relationship 

between students and the UFS.  

 

4.4.1.2 Enhance the digital skills of students and staff: The current Digital Skills and 

Competency Pathway needs to be updated to include policies or guides around students’ 

responsible use of AI. There also needs to be complementary alignment between staff 

development initiatives by HR and CTL to minimize duplication.  

 

4.4.1.3 Update and expand the use of the staff blended learning platform: The current 

Best of Both (BoB) blended learning staff support platform needs to be aligned with the CHE’s 

Higher Education Practice Standard for Modes of Learning and Teaching Provision. 

Additionally, staff engagement with BoB staff needs to be increased.  

 

4.4.1.4 Develop an institutional position on AI use with guidelines and resources: 

Building on the work done by various stakeholders on AI, the UFS needs to develop a position 

statement with guidelines and appropriate support resources for staff and students. 

 

4.5 Empower academics with evidence-based pedagogy and 

technology 

 

Academics are expected to balance their roles as disciplinary experts, researchers, and 

university teachers. These roles are equally important and should all be developed, 

incentivised, and rewarded (Department of Higher Education and Training, 2017; Nedermeijer, 

2023). Evidence-based pedagogy is positioned at the nexus between research and learning 

and teaching and therefore emphasizes the integration of scholarly practices with teaching 

and learning research (Corradini, 2022; Diery et al., 2020).  

 

In line with the strategic objectives of the university, interdisciplinary research on learning and 

teaching, such as How Learning Works: Eight Research-Based Principles for Smart Teaching 
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(Lovett, 2023), will be integrated into academic staff development interventions and SoTL 

projects. These interventions need to be complemented by an Academic Leadership 

Development programme that empowers Deans, Heads of Departments, and Programme 

Directors to meet the challenges they will face in the complex higher education environment, 

especially regarding learning and teaching (Maduforo et al., 2024; Mishra et al., 2024).  

 

Academic staff development initiatives need to be supported by recruitment practices, 

workload models, and performance management processes, which value learning and 

teaching. In light of the challenges facing higher education, these aspects of academic staff 

development need to be required to ensure academics are empowered for the challenges they 

will face (Chitanand & Rathilal, 2023; Watson & Clouser, 2023).      

 

4.5.1   Propositions for the operationalisation of this strategic priority 

 

4.5.1.1 Expand and integrate leading evidence-based practices: To support the UFS’s 

research-led goals, it is essential that all academic staff development initiatives be 

continuously infused with evidence and research on innovative approaches to learning and 

teaching.  

 

4.5.1.2 Creating an environment which values learning and teaching: For empowerment 

initiatives to be successful, it is vital that they are supported by recruitment, workload models, 

and performance management processes that value and support the learning and teaching 

role of academics.  

 

4.5.1.3 Require attendance at academic staff development initiatives: To ensure 

evidence-based practices are integrated into all learning spaces and are in line with 

international and national expectations, academic staff should be required to attend 

appropriate academic staff development initiatives. These initiatives need to be offered in a 

flexible manner to accommodate the pressures faced by academics. 

 

4.6 Enhance quality through scholarship for impact 

 

Quality is one of the central drivers ensuring universities’ survival in the 21st century 

(Hazelkorn et al., 2018). The implementation of the QAF will require that institutional quality 

assurance capacity is intentionally enhanced (Council on Higher Education, 2022). A focus on 
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evidence helps institutions to understand how students think, behave, and learn, as well as 

what they are able to do upon completion of their higher education qualifications (Bosch & 

Spinath, 2023; Meleg & Vas, 2020).  

 

Student engagement data and research are more important than ever in a post-pandemic 

world where student class attendance and engagement are of great concern (Keengwe, 2023; 

Mamani-Benito et al., 2024). Student engagement research is vital for retention and 

progression to degree completion in minimum time (Coates et al., 2022; Kahu, 2023; Trolian, 

2024). Therefore, the UFS needs to continue with its robust research that is nationally and 

internationally recognised.  

 

A focus on SoTL can contribute to the research-led vision of the UFS. McEwan (2022) 

indicates that SoTL needs to be intentionally nurtured and developed at research-intensive 

institutions. Not only does it directly contribute to the impact of teaching in the classroom but 

it also enhances the success of students (Vorster, 2020). Action research provides a 

methodological fit with the academy while also enhancing leadership capacity (Harvey & 

Jones, 2021).  

 

Data-driven decision-making (DDDM) is also crucial for enhancing the quality of higher 

education (Asfaw et al., 2023). The collaboratively authored Annual Learning and Teaching 

Report provides critical insights for institutional planning. The impact of the teaching and 

learning awards can be enhanced by integrating a post-award reflection tool (Swiatek et al., 

2024). These awards have to be linked to promotion criteria to have optimal impact (Seppala 

& Smith, 2020).  

 

Webber and Zheng (2024) indicate that advanced data analytics complemented by AI could 

help enhance student engagement and academic performance. Therefore, the GPS@UFS 

initiative needs to be integrated into evidence-based leadership at the UFS.  

 

4.6.1   Propositions for the operationalisation of this strategic priority 

 

4.6.1.1 Enhance research and impact focus: Considering the concerns regarding class 

attendance and student engagement, research using the South African Surveys of Student 

Engagement needs to be expanded to enhance the visibility of the UFS in this field. The impact 

analyses of high-impact practices need to be shared, and the links to both these areas of 

research and quality learning and teaching need to be explored 
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4.6.1.2 Increase support for the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning: To support the 

vision of the research-led institution, a study must be done on the number of publications 

related to teaching and learning in the last 5 years. The analysis needs to inform research 

targets to increase the UFS’s visibility in this field of research. Interdisciplinary collaboration in 

SoTL projects needs to be intentionally developed.  

 

4.6.1.3 Enhance the impact of the award-quality assurance feedback loop: Institutional 

and faculty teaching and learning awards need to be aligned to recognize staff. The alignment 

encourages reflection but also promotes participation in national and international conferences 

and awards. The institutional audit highlighted the need for better monitoring of the 

implementation of improvement plans resulting from various reviews. The Academic 

Committee can be used to monitor the implementation to enhance quality assurance at the 

UFS. 

 

4.6.1.4 Integrate advanced analytics with business intelligence: The GPS@UFS project 

has laid the foundation for the use of advanced analytics and AI to help enhance students' 

minimum time to degree, creating an opportunity for better postgraduate enrolment. The 

sustainability of this initiative needs to be supported by advancement efforts. 

 

5. Resourcing 

 

Resources for the implementation of this strategy include the following: 

 

Cost-sharing models: The uncertainty around government funding requires the development 

of institutional and faculty cost-sharing models to ensure that quality learning and teaching 

and student success efforts can continue.  

 

Government subsidy: Both the input and output subsidy are directly related to learning and 

teaching. Budgeting should ensure that efforts to improve learning and teaching are 

appropriately resourced. 

 

The Foundation and University Capacity Development Grant (UCDG): In light of the 

funding uncertainty around these grants, it is important that sustainability strategies are 

developed to ensure that the research-led and postgraduate aspirations of the UFS are met. 
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Donor funding: The Kresge Foundation continues to be a funder of student success at the 

UFS. In light of the changes in the focus of the Michael and Susan Dell Foundation, proposals 

that focus on public-private partnerships need to be explored. 

 

6. Related policies and documents 

6.1 Institutional policies and documents 

• Blended learning and teaching policy 

• Vision 130  

• UFS strategic plan 2023-2028 

• Policy on Short Learning Programme Provisioning at the UFS 

• Policy on Preventing and Dealing with Plagiarism 

• Alignment of the Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) Policy and short learning 

Programmes guideline document 

• UFS Policy on Collaborative Degrees with Foreign Universities (2022 and future 
amendments)  

• UFS Internationalisation Strategy (2023-2028, and amendments) 

 

6.2 National policies and documents 

 

• National Plan for Post-School Education and Training 2021–2030 (DHET, 2023). 

• A national framework for enhancing academics and university teachers. Pretoria, South 

Africa: Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET, 2018). 

• White paper for post-school education and training (DHET, 2013). 

• Higher Education Act 101 of 1997 

• Distance Higher Education Programmes in a Digital Era: Good Practice Guide (CHE, 

2014). 

• Strategic Policy Framework on Disability for the Post-School Education and Training 

System (2018) 

• White Paper on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2016) 

• UFS Policy on Universal Access and Disability Support for students with disabilities 

• Policy Framework for Internationalisation of Higher Education in South Africa (2020) 
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7. Summary of goals and key performance indicators: 2025 – 2030 

 
Goal/ KPA KPI 

As Is 

2025 

Target 

2027 

Target 

2030 

1. Enhance graduate 

attributes for impact 

Enhance graduate attributes in 

curricular and co-curricular interventions 

to: 

1. Prepare students for a flexible 

technology enabled future 

2. Develop a planetary consciousness 

and social entrepreneurship in all 

Embed digital skills and competencies and 

optimize pathway participation 

 
50% 80% 100% 

Optimize student success through optimization 

Reengineer the 6th graduate attributes to 

become Ethical Reasoning for Sustainability, 

and develop accompanying content that can 

be integrated into curricular and co-curricular 

interventions 

 

0% 50% 100% 

Ensure sustainability of student success 

Integrate social innovation and 

entrepreneurship across graduate attributes  

 

0% 50% 100% 

2. Improve student 

success through data 

and technology 

Increase student success and throughput 

rates and reduce the achievement race and 

gender gaps 

UG Success Rate 83% 85% 87% 

UG throughput rate 50%1 53%2 55%3 

B/W student achievement 10% 9% 8% 

 
1 Based on latest UFS data for the 2018 cohort (which includes 4-year degree programme students graduating in n+2 in 2023. 
2 For the 2020 cohort 
3 For the 2022 cohort 
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Goal/ KPA KPI 

As Is 

2025 

Target 

2027 

Target 

2030 

Enhance efficacy and impact of High Impact 

practices (HIPs) 

UFS101 success rate 75% 80% 85% 

Nr of UG modules using tutorials 180 185 190 

% of UG students using tutorials 41% 50% 60% 

% of UG students using advising 90% 95% 100% 

Academic literacy modules success rate 82% 85% 85% 

% of UG and PG<M using write site 25% 30% 35% 

3. Expand curriculum 

renewal to ensure 

significant learning  

Accelerate curriculum renewal 

Increase the number of participants in the 

Curriculum Renewal Programme (CRP) per 

year 

200 350 700 

Develop programme design capacity 

Co-create and implement Programme Renewal 

Programme (PRP) to promote and support 

continuous quality enhancement 

0% 50% 100% 

Scale work-integrated learning 
Integrate work-integrated learning in all UFS 

undergraduate programmes 
TBD 50% 100% 

Develop an employability culture 

Develop an employability framework and 

implementation   plan in collaboration with 

Career Services 

 

100%   

Align communication and collaboration to 

scale participation in the career development 

and employability pathway 

20% 50% 100% 

4. Design learning for 

sustainability, 

flexibility, and 

inclusion 

Enable signature mode of delivery 

Review, design and implement an integrated 

technology platform to enable the signature 

mode of delivery 

0% 50% 100% 

Support the digital fluency of staff and students 

Scale student participation in Digital Skills and 

Competency Pathway 
24% 50% 100% 

Integrate digital skills development in all 

academic staff development initiatives 
30% 50% 100% 

Provide continuous development and support 

for staff to teach in a technology-

enabled/blended learning environment 

Increase Digital staff development platform 

usage by staff 
25% 50% 80% 

Develop institutional position on AI 
Develop AI position with guidelines and 

resources 
100%   
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Goal/ KPA KPI 

As Is 

2025 

Target 

2027 

Target 

2030 

5. Empower 

academics with 

evidence-based 

pedagogy and 

technology 

Recruitment of quality academic staff % of interview processes that include a 

learning and teaching presentation 
N/A 10% 50% 

 

Evidence-based empowerment of staff 

% of academic staff with learning and teaching 

portfolios 60% 80% 95% 

Support continuous Academic Leadership 

development 

Percentage of Dean’s, HODs, and Programme 

Directors and Coordinators who attend training 
50% 75% 95% 

Teaching valued as one of the roles of an 

academic staff member 

Workload model/ academic performance 

criteria reflecting international best practice in 

learning and teaching 

Unknown 100% 100% 

 

 

Academic staff are adequately equipped for 

their teaching roles 

• New academic staff orientation 

compulsory for all new staff 

• All academic attend at least one high 

impact staff development workshop per 

year  

25% 50% 95% 

6. Enhance quality 

through scholarship 

for impact 

Data driven student voice SASSE/ BUSSE/ CLASSE Yes Yes Yes 

Support the scholarship of teaching and 

learning 

HIP evaluations & impact analyses Yes Yes Yes 

Nr of publications on teaching and learning TBD Base + 5% Base + 7% 

Recognise and reward quality learning and 

teaching 

Faculty and institutional learning and 

teaching awards 
TBD   

Number of award winners (National and 

International) 
TBD   

Institutional learning and teaching decisions 

are data-driven and quality focused 

Annual L&T report Yes Yes Yes 

GPS@UFS tracking system and integration 0% 50% 75% 

Number of Quality assurance improvement 

plans completed 
80% 90% 100% 
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Appendix 1 

Table 2: Comparison of teacher-, student-, and learning-centred teaching 

 Teacher-centred Student-centred Learning-centred 

 

Learning 

approach 

Teacher centred Student centred aimed at 

individual study and 

collaboration through ICT 

Graduate attributes (learning 

outcomes) and assessment 

determine flexible learning 

experiences needed 

 

Teaching 

assumption 

Any expert can teach Teaching is complex and 

requires considerable 

training 

Teaching is complex and 

requires considerable training 

as well as enabling 

environments 

 

 

Lecturer 

purpose 

The lecturer lectures her/his 

subject and is focused on 

classifying and sorting students 

The lecturer coaches and 

facilitates (guide on the side) 

focused on developing 

students’ competencies and 

talents 

The lecturer designs material 

and experiences that actively 

engage students in learning 

and facilitate knowledge, skills 

and attitude development 

Student Passive vessel to be filled by 

lecturer’s knowledge 
Active constructor, discoverer, 

transformer of knowledge 
The learner is a motivated and 

independent individual 

Responsibility 

for learning 

Student expects the lecturer to 

know and control 
Student has responsibility for 

self-direction and relies on the 

lecturer when necessary 

Alternation between lecturer- 

control and self-responsibility 

Learning design 
Focused on Identification, 

definition and memorisation 

(lower-order skills) 

Focused on metacognitive 

skills like information search, 

communication, collaboration 

(higher-order skills) 

Universal design focusing on 

understanding students, as 

well as facilitating learning and 

knowledge transfer focused on 

identification, definition and 

memorisation, and 

metacognitive skills (lower and 

higher order skills) 

 

 

Assessment 

Norm-referenced (grading on 

the curve); typically use 

multiple-choice items; student 

rating of instruction at end of 

course 

Criterion-referenced (grading 

to predefined standards); 

typically use performances and 

portfolios; continual 

assessment of instruction 

Blend of formative and 

summative assessment or 

continuous assessment 

focused on attaining defined 

learning outcomes. 

 

Technology use 

Drill and practice; textbook 

substitute;  chalk-and-talk 

substitute 

Problem solving, 

communication, 

collaboration,  information 

access, expression 

Technology enables flexible 

learning environment enabling 

various types of learning in 

various contexts 

 

Knowledge 

Transferred from lecturers to 

students 
Jointly constructed by 

students and lecturers 
Blend of transfer and 

construction between students 

and lecturers 

 

Power 

The lecturer determines the 

learning goals and criteria 
Students determine their own 

learning goals 
Learning goals are determined 

together based upon practical 

and societal experiences 

 

Climate 

Conformity, cultural 

uniformity 
Diversity and personal 

esteem; cultural diversity and 

commonality 

Diversity (cultural, etc.); 

inclusivity; personal esteem; 

and commonality 

Adapted from Kirschner 2018 and Campbell and Smith, 1997 in Fink, 2013, p.22 
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