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One of six comprehensive 
universities in South 

Africa: 
 

26 971 students 
1 525 international 
students from 65 

countries  
4 698 staff 
7 faculties 

6 campuses 

About NMMU 



Role of Higher Education in Development 

 
Higher 

 Education 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

contributes to  

 
 Transformation of society 

 
 Improved social justice 

 
 Economic development 

  through 

 
Knowledge generation and transmission: 
  
 Teaching & learning 

 
 Research & innovation 

 
 Engagement 
 
 



 Role of Higher Education in Development 

“ 

Educate and train people with high-level skills for 
public and private sectors 

Dominant producers of new knowledge and find 
applications for existing knowledge 

Provides opportunities for social mobility 

NDP: 
 
Three 
 
Main  
 
Functions 
 
HE 

Source: National Planning Commission (NPC) (2012). National Development Plan 
2030. Our Future-make it work. The Presidency of the Republic of South Africa. Cape 
Town: Shereno Printers 



 Role of Higher Education in Development 

World Bank (2009, xxxi;2010,1)- highlighted 

critical role of HE in stimulating knowledge-

intensive socio-economic growth and 

development 

Overall, it is crucial that the South African higher education system maintains 

and strengthens knowledge generation and innovation for the benefit of 

accelerated development and to address the triple challenge of poverty, 

inequality and unemployment in South Africa. This requires adequate and 

sufficient government and private sector funding 

Sources: 
World Bank (2009). Accelerating Catch-up: Tertiary education for growth in sub-Saharan Africa. Washington DC: The 
World Bank. 
World Bank (2010). Financing Higher Education in Africa. Washington DC: The World Bank. 



•Increased Tax Revenues 

•Greater Productivity 

•Increased Consumption 

•Increased Workforce Flexibility 

•Decreased Reliance on 
Government Financial Support 

•Higher Salaries and Benefits 

•  Employment 

•  Higher Savings Levels 

•  Improved Working Conditions 

•  Personal/Professional Mobility 

•Reduced Crime Rates 

•Increased Community Service 

•Increased Quality of Civic Life 

•Social Cohesion/Appreciation of 
Diversity 

•Improved Ability to Adapt to and 
Use Technology 

•Improved Health/Life 
Expectancy 

•Improved Quality of Life for 
Offspring 

•Better Consumer Decision 
Making 

•Increased Personal Status 

Economic 

Social 

Private Public 

Benefits of Higher Education  

Source:  The Institute for Higher Education Policy, “Reaping the Benefits:  Defining the Public and Private Value of Going to College”, March 1998. 



Current socio- economic 
environment 

Contribution Higher 
Education can make 

Challenges 

Enabling conditions 

• Slow social and economic transformation  
• Stagnant economic growth 
• High levels of inequality and poverty 
• Unsustainable social security net  

• Broadening access to & transformation of universities 
and society carries additional costs 

• Children of working class & unemployed need 
adequate food, nutrition, transport & other costs 

• Provision of quality higher education & broadening 
access will place country on a sustainable 
development trajectory 

• South Africa has highest private returns on HE in the 
world as a result of shortages in high-level skills 

• Break cycle of poverty, promote innovation & 
entrepreneurship, stimulate economy, create jobs, 
redress historical imbalances & reduce inequality  
 

• Increased investment in and broadened access to HE 
• Supporting academically deserving, financially needy 

students to succeed and become productive citizens 
 

Potential Benefits of Higher Education to 
Current Socio-Economic Challenges in SA 



NSFAS and current funding model for 
student financial aid 

• Inability to pay student fees should not constitute a barrier to obtaining a 
higher education qualification. 

• Well-established student financial aid scheme is imperative to ensure 
equity.  

• NSFAS loan recoveries have collapsed, falling by 61% between 2008 and 
2014. The cost to NSFAS and the government of this collapse in loan 
recoveries is estimated to be about R4.3 billion for the period between 
2009 and 2014.  

• If loan recoveries had continued to grow along a normal trajectory, an 
additional R1.46 billion would have been available in 2014.  

• It is estimated that, in 2014, NSFAS would have been in position to fund  
    51 000 loan awards to students if recoveries continued along the projected 
    growth rate.  
• It is further estimated that NSFAS has been unable to fund about 142 000 

students between 2009 and 2014, due to the decline in recoveries. 



NSFAS and current funding model for 
student financial aid 

• The other big challenge with the current student funding model is the so-
called “missing middle”. 

• The absence of a clear definition and criteria of what constitutes this 
category of students as well as inconsistent approaches to addressing their 
plight is a major concern. 

• NMMU has pioneered certain approaches and lessons learnt from this 
might be of use to the Commission. 



NMMU “Missing Middle” and Outstanding Debt 

• NMMU definition of “missing middle”: Family income of R300 000 per 
annum. Outliers up to max of R399 000. 

• Students with outstanding 2015 debt assisted with NMMU loans if 
academically deserving & financially needy 

• 1 531 students at a cost of R 21,8m converted to NMMU-funded 
NSFAS loans 

• NSFAS “approved but unfunded”, Zero Expected Financial Contribution 
and missing middle students exempted from 2016 down payments - 5 
043 students 

• Mop-up process of 1st semester NSFAS allocations freed up app R6,1m 
for re-allocation  

• Total outstanding debt: 31 July 2016 is R230m; 6,6% higher than July 
2015 

• Current provision for bad debt is R34,7m - Not sustainable 
• Innovative national approach to funding the “missing middle” students 

needed. 



 
 

ENABLERS 

NMMU Enablers of Student Success 

Student motivation & 
positive attitude 

  
Student 

preparedness for HE  

Academic staff: 
Teaching, learning & 

curriculum 

Campus life & 
facilities 

Accommodation, IT devices, 
access to textbooks & learning 
materials; student nutrition; 

transport & connectivity (wifi)  
 

Quality of 
assessment & 

feedback 
 

Student/Academic 
Support 

Supplemental Instruction, tutorials, 
Orientation, Peer helpers, Student 

Counselling, Library, Disability 
accessibility, extended curricula  



NMMU Siyaphumelela (we succeed) 

• NMMU has managed to improve student 
success rates from 73% in 2005 to 81% in 
2015 with significant improvements in the 
success rates of African and Coloured 
students. 

• 2014 South African Survey of Student 
Engagement - NMMU rated by its 
students as significantly above average in 
providing a Supportive Environment 
conducive to student success. 

• NMMU awarded Kresge Grant 
Siyaphumelela (“we succeed”) project to 
further  improve implementation and 
tracking of student success initiatives.  

 



Government spending on Higher Education 

• South Africa’s participation rate in HE is too low (20%) – Innovation-driven 
countries have the following Gross Enrolment Ratios (GER) : Finland (94%), 
South Korea (99%) & Norway (74%) (OECD 2016, Indicator database). GER 
is defined as the total headcount enrolment of all ages divided by the total 
population in the 20-24 age cohort 

• Spending on HE in South Africa is too low. China with a GER of 26% spends 
3% of GDP on higher education compared to South Africa’s 0.71% of GDP in 
2012. 

• Enrolment in higher education has grown faster than financing capabilities. 
• Net effect of inflation and higher enrolments - real decrease of 1.35% in the 

block grant per FTE over the period 2004/5 to 2014/15. 
 

Sources: 
Cloete, N Sheppard, C & Van Schalkwyk, F (2016). Fees and Sustainable Development. Moving the Higher Education Fees Debate from Ideology to Evidence. Cape 
Town: CHET. 
Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET) (2015). Are we making progress with the systematic structural transformation of resourcing access, success, 
staffing and researching in higher education: what do the data say? Pretoria: DHET. 
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 2016. Public spending on education (indicator).  https://data.oecd.org/eduresource/public-
spending-on-education.htm 



Expenditure on HE as % of GDP 
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Government spending on Higher Education 

• Student fees increased on average by 9% per annum over the period 2010 to 2014 
(way above national inflation of 5-6% over the same period).  

• Government supported households to pay student fees through NSFAS, which grew 
from R3.4 billion to R 9.8 billion between 2011 and 2015. 

• Role of the private sector in strengthening NSFAS through loans and investments in 
scholarships needs to be investigated and incentivised by the State.  

• Government has a responsibility to adequately fund the PSET sector to boost 
national competitiveness, economic growth and realise social justice.  

Source: 
National Treasury (2015). NSFAS Revenue and expenditure review. Pretoria: National Treasury. 



Streams of university income (Rbn), 2000 and 2013  
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Private 22% 



Efficiency of the SA Higher Education System 

• NDP: “The data on the quality of university education is disturbing. 
South African universities are mid-level performers in terms of 
knowledge production, with low participation, high attrition rates 
and insufficient capacity to produce the required levels of skills”.  

• Improvements have been made in student throughput 
(completion) rates but SA higher education system remains very 
inefficient. 

• University sector is under considerable strain. Enrolments doubled 
but funding has not kept up – “slow growth in the number of 
university lecturers, inadequate student accommodation, creaking 
university infrastructure and equipment shortages.” 

Source: 
National Planning Commission (NPC) (2012). National Development Plan 2030. Our Future-make it work. The Presidency of the Republic of South 
Africa. Cape Town: Shereno Printers. 



NMMU Recommendations to the 
Commission 

1. NMMU supports the recommendation of the Ministerial Committee on the Review of the 
Funding of Universities: “Given that there are public and private benefits, the funding of 
universities should be predicated on state subsidies and tuition fees, with provision being made 
for financially needy students” who are academically deserving (DHET 2013, 383). 

2. The “missing middle” needs to be defined and supported through either bursary or loan 
schemes.  

3. Recovery of NSFAS loans needs to be improved once graduates are gainfully employed. 

4. The subsidy base needs to be increased substantially to fund universities adequately, broaden 
access to higher education and provide adequate financial and academic support to students. 

5. Universities must improve efficiency and enhance student success and completion rates. This 
initially entails extra costs as appropriate support packages are put in place to ensure “access with 
success” and improved cost-efficiencies in Universities’ operations. 

6. Student tuition fees should remain a crucial source of income for universities, with reasonable 
annual increases determined nationally in consultation with all role players. NMMU supports fee-
free higher education for the poor. 



In conclusion …. 

Investing in higher education is not a luxury; it is necessity if SA is to achieve the 
kind of society envisaged by the architects of our democracy and our 
Constitution. 

The policy environment, in terms of the NDP and other documents, already 
exists to take SA on this high road, but it is about making the right fiscal 
choices to implement this.  

As NMMU, we responded with agility to the challenges of inadequate 
funding and introduced a number of initiatives around the missing middle 
and support for “access for success”. 

The current situation in terms of university funding if left unaddressed threatens 
the sustainability of our universities.   



Enkosi! 
 

Dankie!  
 

Thank you! 
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