
































































































































CHAPTER 4: AGENDA SETTING POLICY PROCESSES AND FREE HIGHER EDUCATION 

.... -.... .. 

solution to improve equal access to higher education by all South Africans has or has not 

risen into the agenda of decision-makers. This will be addressed in the light of Kingdon's 

multiple stream model comprising the problem, policy and political streams. The discussion 

will start with the problem stream which is intended to indicate the problem of the study, 

that is, unequal access to higher education. It is within this context that it will be shown how 

this problem is recognised and defined. This will show why free higher education was 

proposed to address the problem in question. From there the focus will turn to the policy 

stream. This stream is aimed at showing other policy alternatives that competed or still 

compete with free higher education to address the problem in question. And finally, the 

discussion will deal with the political stream. In this stream, the activities of policy actors 

and political events in South African higher education policy-making will be mentioned. 

4.1 The Problem Stream and Free Higher Education 

As previously indicated in Kingdon's theory, for a social condition to be seen as a problem, 

people in and around the government must perceive it as such and also see it as a condition 

requiring governmental action: In South African higher education after the fall of apartheid, 

one of the issues identified by policy actors both in and outside the government as a 

problem was a lack of equal access to higher education and training (NCHE, 1996; DoE, 

1996; Reddy, 2004: 34). Now, higher education in South Africa is seen as 'inequitable and 

inaccessible to both the poor, women and historically disadvantaged communities in 

general and individuals in particular' (DoE, 1996; PRSA, 2006: 5). The access issue is related 

to access to participation in; retention and success of students leaving; and epistemological 

quality of higher education reflecting broader South African societal composition (DoE, 

1996; Cele and Menon, 2006: 38; CHE, 2010: 1-6). Therefore, in principle, the problem is 

lack of participation and success in, and gaining quality skills from higher education 

institutions by those that were marginalised, relegated and excluded through the apartheid 

policies. 

The above being the case then, the question is: Why would policy-makers in the context of 

the South African post-apartheid era pay serious attention to unequal access to higher 
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education in the first place while there are many other problems such as high poverty and a 

high crime rate? It is Kingdon's (1995) argument that problems come to the attention of 
- ----- ---" - ---------- - --- - - - - - - - - ----------- - --- ------ ----- _. - -- - ~--- ---- - --- - -- - - -- ---

policy-makers through indicators, focusing events or crises, and fee-dbackTndlcator-scan 

illuminate the scope and severity of a problem through monitoring of social (or natural) 

processes, activities and events. These indicators arise through both routine monitoring and 

special studies. 

In the case of higher education in South Africa, the issue of unequal access was sparked by 

the effects of apartheid policies and practices that led to the majority of Black students 

being unable to access higher education and training because of racial and ethnic 

segregation. Racial and ethnic segregation was brought about by the establishment of 

departments of education and universities dedicated to serving a particular race and/or 

ethnic group; and unequal allocation of funds to these departments and universities. 

Therefore, Blacks " ... as the largest South African demographic group had the lowest 

participation rate in higher education" (CHE, 2004: 230). 

At the beginning of the post-apartheid era, the issue of unequal access to higher education 

was brought to the attention of policy-makers (and other stakeholders) through lack of 

participation in terms of decline of student enrolments. This is because while in the mid 

1980s to the mid-late 1990s student enrolments for the historically disadvantaged 

increased, the late 1990s (especially from 1998) to 2000 saw a decline in this regard 

especially in historically disadvantaged universities. As the Star (22/2/99) (cited in Chisholm 

and Petersen 2003: In Chisholm et ai., 2003: 555-556) indicated: 

" ... enrolments have fallen at the University of Fort Hare from 5,000 to 2000; at the 

University of the North from 9,000 to 5,000; at the University of Zululand from 6,600 

to 5,300; at the University of the North West from 11,203 to 6,011; and at the 

University of Durban-Westville from 8,859 to about 7,000." 

This period was dominated by a mood of expecting higher enrolments of historically 

disadvantaged students. A good example in this case is the NCHE report of 1996 which 

expressed the need to increase partiCipation rate through "massification". However, this is 

not to imply that increased participation was disconnected from success rates. In fact, it has 

been the position of ANC-Ied alliance that increased participation has to be related to the 
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success rates (throughput) among others if the transformation of higher education in 

particular has to be a reality (Bunting 1994, pp. 224-227 cited in Waghid, 2002: 459). 
---- -- _. - - ----.- ----'----------------------

Currently, the problem of unequal access to higher education has not only come to the 

attention of policy-makers through lack of mere participation (increased enrolments), but 

also through lack of students' throughput or dropouts. As Cosser and Letseka (2010: In 

Letseka et aI., 2010: 2) indicate: "Graduation and success rates are the motivating factors 

behind the DoE's concern about dropout." This is grounded in the White Paper 3 of 1997 

and the National Plan on Higher Education of 2001 because their emphasis on the relation 

between increased participation and throughput still dominates the debate on transformed 

higher education. This being the case then, Cosser and Letseka (2010: In Letseka et aI., 2010: 

5) mention that in 2005, the DoE's Directorate on Higher Education Planning reported that 

60 000 (50%) of 120 000 students that were enrolled in higher education in 2000 to 2003 

period dropped out and of the remaining 60 000 (50%), 22% graduated (cf. Letseka, and 

Maile, 2008). Badat (2009: In HESA, 2009: 11) adds that recent HESA studies indicate that 

the overall attrition rate taking into account the issue of black participation is above 50% 

" ... and below-average black completion rates." This means that the issue of university 

dropout is very acute in South Africa and therefore, this implies that the problem of unequal 

access to higher education is still immense. Lack of financial support is identified as a major 

impediment by Letseka et al. (2010). This is despite the fact that NSFAS is seen to have 

successfully facilitated access to higher education. As such the Minister of Higher Education 

and Training has indicated that NSFAS's capacity needs to be re-evaluated so that it can be 

strengthened. 

In this context of decline in student enrolments and rise in the number of dropouts because 

of a lack of financial support, SASCO is at all times calling for free higher education as an 

alternative to address this problem. For example, earlier in 2010, SASCO performed a series 

of marches and protests demanding free higher education (Mabandla, 2010; Fredericks, 

2010; Hans and Sokopo, 2010). However, this has become a regular pattern every academic 

year when fee defaulters are not allowed to return to universities and new entrants fail to 

find registration fees (Witness, 06/03/2010). 
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Policy-makers also learn about problems through feedback on current policy programs. This 

_______________ has~o~o with negative feedback generated by monitoring and evaluation studies as well as 
---- --------- ---- ._----- ----- ------------- ----- ----------- --- ------

complaints from the targets, bureaucrats or policy-makers themselves who reportfFie-

failures or unintended consequences. The South African higher education is not an 

exception in this regard. Even though monitoring and evaluation studies can be done by 

different research organisations and individual academics, much of the work in this regard 

appears to be conducted by the CHE and HESA. One of the recent studies by the CHE on the 

relation between input and throughput as per the objective of the new funding framework 

(NFF) gives a negative indication that this objective is not effectively attained and suggests 

the strategies for possibility of free higher education (CHE, 2010: 182). Also, HESA in one of 

its recent studies (shown earlier) indicates that access in terms of throughput is still a 

problem that is mainly perpetuated by high dropout rates on the basis of a lack of financial 

support for the students (HESA, 2009). 

SASCO, which represents the majority of the targets, that is, Black students, normally 

bemoans the failures of the goal-oriented and performance-related funding model in 

improving access to higher education. SASCO argues that this model still perpetuates the 

disparities between historically white and black institutions; does not efficiently and 

effectively counter university dropouts; and as such it undermines access, redress and 

equity values (2007: 2-3). The reason for these complaints is based on the fact that financial 

support by the government to universities has been declining since 2000 and after the 

implementation of the NFF. This has led to the increase of tuition fees as universities 

implemented other alternative mechanisms such as publications of research to generate 

income. Responses to high tuition fees then include decline in the enrolments of poor 

students, university dropouts and protests at various university campuses (Wangenge-

Ouma, 2010: 491). 

Policy-makers have also come to notice a problem with budgetary constraints. This is 

because as Kingdon (1995: 106) puts it, "budgetary considerations prevent policy makers 

and those close to them from seriously contemplating some alternatives ... " In the context of 

South African higher education, financial constraints are always cited as the challenge to 

addressing the issue of unequal access to higher education. The issue of dropouts that was 

mentioned earlier as an indicator of the problem in question is normally attributed to 
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- -----

financial constraints. Additionally, some researchers have noticed that there is a decline in 

the general expenditure on higher education. For example, in 1996, the expenditure on 

higher education reached ± 82%, but by 2006 this has decreased to ±-(Hi:'SA,-200!Efl):-

Free higher education has not been seriously considered on the basis of these financial 

constraints. For example, when SASCO demanded free higher education as opposed to the 

goal-oriented model proposed by the NCHE, the Minister of Education at the time rejected it 

indicating that the government cannot afford to adequately finance basic education let 

alone free higher education. The White Paper rejected it on the same principle. Even some 

scholars who believe that free higher education is possible have noted that to make it an 

actuality would need massive financial support. For example, Badat (2010) holds that free 

higher education is possible only if it is introduced progressively because if it can be 

implemented immediately, it would require R17. 5 billion and this would compromise the 

development in other national priority areas such as health and housing among others. 

Kingdon (1995), as was previously shown, also argues that after the problem has been 

identified and captured the attention of decision-makers, policy participants tend to define 

the problem so that an appropriate policy alternative to address it can be identified. On the 

basis of how this problem is perceived, it can be inferred that unequal access to higher 

education refers to a lack of representation of the historically disadvantaged students in 

terms of participating and succeeding to acquire undergraduate degrees in particular in 

higher education, and actually obtaining quality skills to meet the challenges of labour 

market globally and nationally. 

Kingdon (1995) also mentions that values playa substantial role in problem definition and 

this definition of unequal access to higher education is not an exception in this regard. 

Political and socio-economic values are at the centre of how this problem is perceived. For 

example, most of the cited challenges facing higher education in South Africa include 

redressing the enforced political, social and economic inequalities of the apartheid policies 

and responding to the demands of global and local economic competition (NCHE, 1996; 

Essack and Quayle, 2007; Ntshoe and de Villiers, 2008; Ie Grange, 2009). While this is the 

case, the dominating "perceptual" definition in this regard is that of the ANC-Ied alliance 

government. For example, the Green Paper of 1996, White Paper of 1997, Higher Education 
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Act of 1997, National Plan on Higher Education of 2001 and National Qualification 

Framework 2003, emphasise the need to redress the effects of apartheid and creation of 

skills appropriate to the labour market s;~~t~~~~p~~dtoi:hesoCTo-economicchanenges ............... < 

posed by globalisation and national needs. 

Summary: 

The general feature of this section was to show what the problem is in South African higher 

education. On the basis of the documents used to compile this study, there seems to be a 

general view that the problem is unequal access to higher education especially by the 

historically disadvantaged students (non-whites) among which the majority are Black 

students. The indicators of this problem include declines in student enrolments and 

university dropouts particularly at the undergraduate level; decline of budgets to finance 

higher education; negative reports from monitoring and evaluation studies conducted by 

research organisations such as the CHE and HESA; and complaints by student organisations 

which include SASCO as the beneficiaries of higher education policies. These indicators 

substantiate the claim that this problem is still immense, which is why SASCO continues to 

call for free higher education even at present< 

The indicators in question demonstrate that the problem of unequal access to higher 

education is not only understood in terms of decline in student enrolments or lack of their 

retention but also lack of success rates. Therefore, even though there are no specific 

definitions from the policy participants in this context, the problem can be defined as lack of 

representation by the historically disadvantaged with regard to both student enrolments 

and success rates particularly at the undergraduate level. One might argue that historically 

disadvantaged students specifically Black students and women currently constitute the 

majority of students enrolled in higher education institutions. However, while that is true, 

large proportions of these students are enrolled in humanities programs and this masks 

inequalities across academic programs such as science, engineering and technology (CHE, 

2004: 235). 
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4.2 Policy Stream and Free Higher Education 

.---ltwasindicatedinCilapter.2that.the.second.pJOcessthilLaff~cts. agenda setting according 
,---- - ----- --------_.- ------- ---- - --- - ---- -- -- ----- ---------

to Kingdon is the policy stream. This stream has to do with the generation and specification 

of policy alternatives or solutions by specialists and experts within policy communities 

intended to be applied to current problems. It is Kingdon's argument that while there might 

be many potential solutions, only a few make it onto the decision-agenda. Solutions that 

survive or which are selected are those that comply with the principles of selection which 

include technical feasibility, value acceptability, anticipation of future constraints and policy 

compatibility. 

In South African higher education at the advent of democracy in 1994, there were no 

specific alternatives especially with regard to the funding mechanisms to improve equal 

access since the SAPSE funding model was still used. The ANC-Ied Tripartite Alliance 

document entitled "A Policy Framework for Education and Training" that dominated the 

debate at the time only indicated a need to restructure that SAPSE formula which was 

composed of categories such as "full funding of all activities, itemised budget funding and 

formula funding" in order to improve access of historically disadvantaged students (ANC, 

1994: 115 cited in Bunting, 1994: 239). The ANC indicated that in restructuring this funding 

formula, emphasis would be on providing financial incentives to the institutions so that they 

can support the national policies. 

It was not until the NCHE report of 1996 that alternatives began to be attached to this 

problem. The NCHE proposed the goal-oriented funding model in order to finance higher 

education and improve access of historically disadvantaged students (NCHE, 1996). This 

model anticipated earmarked funds being made available for both institutions and 

individual student redress. According to the NCHE, earmarked funds for institutional redress 

were to be allocated to disadvantaged institutions according to their missions, programme 

mixes and needs which would be based on comprehensive institutional audits (NCHE, 1996). 

With regard to earmarked funds for student redress, the NCHE indicated that they would 

take the form of student financial aid schemes that would be administered by National 

Student Financial Aid (NSFAS) (NCHE, 1996). In the light of these proposals, increased 

participation of the targets was expected to be restricted and in line with equity and redress 
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principles, availability of financial resources that were to be spent both effectively and 

efficiently, and multiple entry (input) and exit points (throughput) of the students. 

Responding to this report, the ANC-led government released the Green Paper of 1996 which 

endorsed the earmarked mechanisms in order to fulfil the demands of the goal-oriented 

funding model. However, the Green Paper urged that this model needs to be 

"complemented by strategies to harness increased private resources without unduly 

increasing student tuition and residence fees - and to achieve efficiency improvements in 

the unit costs of producing employable graduates" (DoE, 1996). The Green Paper further 

mentioned that there would be some additional investigations with regard to student 

financial aid schemes which would include a "loan component, bursary or grant component, 

scholarships, employer-sponsored cadetships, student work or study schemes endowment 

funds, graduate tax and bank loans" (DoE, 1996). 

However, there were mixed responses to the NCHE report and Green Paper especially by 

student representatives which notably included The South African Students' Congress 

(SASCO), The South African Universities Students Representative Councils (SAUSRCs) and 

The Pan Africanist Student Organisation (PASO) (Chisholm and Vally, 2003: In Chisholm et 

aI., 2003: 278). Some of the major criticisms by these students' organisations were that the 

goal-oriented funding model has been unable to deal with issues of redress and equity 

especially with regard to alleviating disadvantaged institutions and students (Odhav, 2009: 

43). Therefore, these organisations (SASCO being the prominent actor) proposed free higher 

education as an alternative proposal proper to be attached to the problem of unequal 

access to higher education if transformation in higher education is to be a reality. For 

SASCO,free higher education means "non-repayment of student loans" because it believes 

that it should be the government that is wholly responsible for financing higher education 

(Odhav, 2009: 43). Chisholm and Vally (2003: In Chisholm et aI., 2003: 278) further indicate 

that, " ... students favoured a bursary system which offers tuition, accommodation and living 

expenses in return for community services and a higher-education tax on the private 

sector." 

In order to push this policy alternative onto the agenda of decision-makers before the goal­

oriented funding model could be made law, SASCO marched in protest to highlight its 
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rejection of the discussed NCHE report (Naidu, 1996). SASCO therefore called for immediate 

...... __ g()\I~nment intervention against financial exclusion that was experienced on various 

campuses and also added that the NCHE proposals in this regar(rwe-re-expert~riven-ratne(­

than stakeholder-driven (Naidu, 1996). Mr. Bengu the Minister of Education at the time 

indicated that SASCO's free higher education proposal was problematic in the sense that it is 

technically not feasible. At that time, student debt was about R100m and so Bengu asked 

SASCO to explain how free higher education was possible while the government could not 

even provide adequate finances for basic education (Naidu, 1996). The minister also argued 

that higher education is competing with other marginalised parts of education such as 

classroom backlogs, literacy and numeracy, adult basic education, early childhood 

development and out-of-school youth programmes for limited financial resources (Naidu, 

1996). 

Some experts have also indicated that SASCO's free higher education policy is not feasible. 

For example, as was indicated previously, Odhav (2009: 44) argues that free higher 

education is problematic in the sense that it would require redirection of funds from 

dysfunctional Sector Training Authorities (SETAs), but then these funds might not be 

adequate for universal free higher education. However, there are some experts that believe 

free higher education is possible. For example, Badat argues that in order to make free 

higher education possible, the NSFAS would need a massive capital injection that would 

need to be administered both effectively and efficiently at the national and institutional 

levels among others (Badat, 20lO). This implies, therefore, that there is no consensus 

among the specialists for free higher education to be able to meet the principle of value 

acceptability. 

Following the NCHE report and the Green Paper of 1996, the Minister of Education released 

the White Paper 3 of 1997. The White Paper endorsed the recommendations of the NCHE 

report especially the goal-oriented funding model. However, the White Paper also adds that 

the goal-oriented model should be related to the performance of the institutions and 

students (DoE, 1997). According to the White Paper, the performance will be in terms of 

goal-oriented planning in relation to " ... enrolments in different fields and levels of study 

which will be related to their institutional missions and plans" (DoE, 1997). With regard to 

the student redress, the White Paper committed itself to the NSFAS, but adds that the costs 
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would be shared between government and students who have better family support­

.... ..systel1ls (DoE, 1997). The Paper also indicates that the performance-related funding would 
----- -----------

be connected to students' progression and throughput. Thusint:hlscase,some incentives· 

will be made available through earmarked funding (DoE, 1997). What emerged out of the 

White Paper was a goal-oriented and performance-related funding model. This implies that 

the NCHE goal-oriented model was refurbished because ofthe addition of the performance­

related element. 

Following the provisions of the White Paper, the goal-oriented and performance-related 

funding model was made law through the enactment of The Higher Education Act of 1997. 

According to Chapter 5 of this Act-Funding of Public Higher Education, any sort of funds 

received by higher education institutions from whatever sources must be reported to the 

Minister of Education on an annual basis; and institutional councils must also provide such 

additional information to the Minister as he or she may reasonably require (DoE, 1997). Any 

failure to comply with the provisions of this Act would lead to the Minister withholding 

payments due the institutions from the government (DoE, 1997). The underpinning 

principles on which these funds are administered by the Minister include fairness and 

transparency (DoE, 1997). And so, Barnes (2005: 224) indicates that on this basis then, the 

principle of redress which dominates these major legislative documents became a 

" ... requirement for funding policy rather than an optional extra." 

Building on the developments in the White Paper and Higher Education Act, it is clear that 

SASCO's free higher education did not make it onto the agenda of decision-makers. It was 

left out and seen as inappropriate to address unequal access to higher education. The goal­

drientedfunding model rose onto the policy agenda, but it was also not selected as a policy. 

One can infer that at the time, it was still being weighed against some of the principles 

proposed by Kingdon. This is because the SAPSE (subsidy) funding model that was used 

during the apartheid era was still being used, while being scrutinised in its details (Bunting, 

2004: In Cloete et aI., 2004: 86). As was indicated in the preceding section, this period saw a 

significant decline in student enrolment on the basis of financial problems. This being the 

case, the government had to consider the size and shape of higher education in order to 

curb this problem. This meant that the goal-oriented and performance-related funding 

model had to be re-evaluated in order to effectively and efficiently address the problem in 

66 



question. Thus, the Minister requested the CHE to advice him with regard to the shape and 

.......... __ sizeof!he higher education system. It should be noted that at the time, the higher 
---------------,-------

education system was still fragmented. There was still a crear -distinctioii-Oetwe-en 

historically black and white universities and there were many institutions of higher 

education which included universities, technikons and colleges. 

Following the request of the Minister of Education, the CHE released a report by 2000 in 

order to advise the Minister with regard to the matter in question. The CHE (2000: 58) 

recommended that with regard to the shape of the system, it should be reconfigured as a 

differentiated and diverse system so that institutions can effectively respond to the social 

needs of the country. The CHE further urged that the number of institutions should be 

reduced through mergers; the consequence of which would be more responsiveness than 

during the apartheid era and this would be achieved through consultation with the 

stakeholders in higher education which include university vice-chancellors and students 

among others (CHE, 2000: 58). With regard to the size of the system, the CHE recommended 

that increased participation rate of 20% in public higher education of the historically 

disadvantaged students aged between 20-24 should be the target for the next 10-15 years 

(CHE, 2000: 59). In relation to funding so that the issue of unequal access can be addressed, 

the CHE recommended that the SAPSE funding model should be sustained despite decline in 

enrolments (CHE, 2000: 61). In order to justify this, the CHE argued that "'savings' should be 

used to reconfigure the higher education system" (CHE, 2000: 61). Therefore, the CHE in the 

light of this maintained that institutions should be appropriately resourced in order to fulfil 

their responsibilities, mandates and missions; and student financial aid increased and 

resources made available to cover students support and development initiatives (CHE, 2000: 

61). 

It must be noted that while the CHE recommended that the SAPSE funding model should be 

retained; there were three key policy alternatives that were competing for the selection 

process so as to determine the future of South African higher education. The competition 

was therefore between the goal-oriented model which was later developed into goal­

oriented and performance-related model by the White Paper of 1997, free higher education 

proposed by SASCO and now the old SAPSE model which was proposed by the CHE. The 
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developments of post 2000 were to determine which among these would emerge as a 

policy to address the problem in question. 
---- ------- - - ----- - ----- ---- -------------

By 2001, the National Plan for Higher Education was released by the Minister of Education 

following the (HE report. Although the Minister did not accept some of the 

recommendations of the report for the reconfiguration of the higher education system, its 

explications on institutional landscape were extremely influential on the National Plan. For 

example, the concepts of historically disadvantaged and advantaged institutions were 

becoming "less useful for the purposes of social policies." It was the vision of the White 

Paper of 1997 that this be the state of affairs if transformation in higher education was to 

move in the right direction for equity and redress (DoE, 1997). Again, the (HE report 

discussed earlier argued that these concepts were not useful because all these institutions 

were the result of discriminatory apartheid policies ((HE, 2000: 13-14). Therefore, according 

the National Plan, redress was only appropriate insofar as it intended to empower 

functionally differentiated and diverse institutions. Even though institutional redress was 

still relevant, the Plan insisted that there must be a shift from the then notions of redress as 

their focus was narrowly on levelling play fields between the institutions concerned (DoE, 

2001: 9). 

In relation to financing higher education, the National Plan did not propose a new funding 

model except to be in favour of the goal-oriented and performance-related funding model 

proposed by the White Paper which was not yet implemented. The Plan indicated that this 

model as the new funding formula (unlike the SAPSE model which was old) would be 

finalised by 2003. This new formula would link funding to the institutional three-year 

"rolling" plans rather than linking it to mere student enrolment trends as the SAPSE model 

had done, (DoE, 2001: 10, 29). The earmarked funds would still be used to increase access of 

poorer students (DoE, 2001: 10). Taking note that there was a decline in student enrolment 

coupled with inefficiencies in graduation rates and shortages of high-level skills in the labour 

market, the Plan's vision was that the new formula would help to connect funding with skills 

development, student enrolment and throughput (DoE, 2001: 14-21). 

In December 2003, the new funding framework (NFF) or goal-oriented and performance 

related funding model for higher education institutions was published by the Minister of 
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Education in terms of the Higher Education Act, No. 101 of 1997, in the Government Gazette 

No. 1791. This being the case, the NFF has two main elements with regard to financing 

higher education, namely, block grants which are the initial institutional set-u'p'slJbsray 

costs; that is, undesignated amounts to cover running costs of higher education institutions 

linked to the provision of teaching and research-related services; and earmarked grants 

which are allocated to achieve specific purposes (MoE, 2003: 6). 

Block grant funding is expected to be paid to the institutions based on student numbers and 

institutional graduate throughput, and research output. In the light of this then, the block 

grants were anticipated to be in the form of four categories, namely, research output block 

grants, teaching input block grants, teaching output block grants and institutional factor 

block grants (MoE, 2003: 7). Research output grants would be determined by approved 

publications, doctoral degrees and research masters degrees; teaching input grants by 

student places according to student enrolment plans approved by the Minister; teaching 

output grants by qualifications awarded (throughput and graduation rates); and lastly 

institutional factor grants determined by expenses in relation to the teaching services 

offered by institutions and numbers of disadvantaged students enrolled (MoE, 2003: 7-11). 

The earmarked funding is supposed to be paid to the institutions in order to achieve 

particular institutional purposes. Under this type of funding is included the National Student 

Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS); institutional development and redress programmes; interests 

and redemption payments; institutional restructuring; and Quality Assurance Framework 

(QAF) (MoE, 2003: 12). The NFF was implemented in the 2004/2005 financial year and 

presently the NFF is still the funding model used by the ANC-Ied government to address the 

issue of unequal access to higher education. 

The above being the case, it can be seen that the goal-oriented and performance-related 

funding model rather than the free higher education model made it onto the agenda of 

policy-makers and was selected to address the problem of unequal access to higher 

education. But then, the pressing question is: Why was it selected given the fact that it is 

somehow problematic with regard to the values of equity and redress? For example, 

Walwyn (2008) sees this model as violating these values on the basis that its performance 

management system is flawed. Walwyn (2008: 721-722) argues that the NFF has led to a 
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decline in funding the consequences of which are sharp increases in student fees and 

student exclusion on the basis of lack offinancial resources. 

A reflection on the developments throughout the legislative process since the NCHE report 

of 1996 to the NPHE of 2001 shows that as opposed to free higher education, the goal­

oriented and performance-related funding model met Kingdon's principles for policy 

alternative survival and selection. Given the fact that the government's concern has been 

developing a funding formula that recognises the financial constraints within which South 

Africa finds itself as a developing nation, the goal-oriented and performance-related funding 

model appears to be feasible and as such anticipates future financial constraints and policy 

compatibility. As the then Minister of Education (2003: 5) argued, the NFF (or the goal­

oriented and performance-related model) accepts the " ... principle that institutional costs 

tend to be functions of income, that is, of what is available to be spent." The Minister 

further says: 

"In this regard, funds allocated by the Government to institutions are not designed to 

meet specific kinds or levels of institutional costs, but are intended to pay for the 

delivery of teaching and research-related services linked to approved institutional 

three-year "rolling" plans" (2003: 5). 

This implies that feasibility coupled with anticipation of future constraints and policy 

compatibility, made it possible for the goal-oriented and performance-related model to be 

selected ahead of SAPSE model and more specifically ahead of free higher education. Even 

more so, the goal-oriented and performance-related model was also more acceptable (but 

not wholly) among some academics in South Africa. For example, at its initial stage in the 

NCHE report, this model was proposed by the experts, hence SASCO's point that that NCHE 

report was expert-driven; the CHE of which its report of 2000 influenced the NPHE of 2001 

which in turn influenced the NFF is dominated by academics; the previous ministers were 

themselves academics; and the SAUVCNCTP (now HESA) members who also played a role in 

its emergence are academics. 
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Summary: 

-- - .. - -----This-section- -has-consiclered---tne-p rocesses-by-which .... PolicY ___ P(QPQS;lJs.ilLegeDgra_ted
L 

debated, redrafted and accepted for serious consideration. Much of this process takes 

places in policy communities such as specialists or academics. The goal-oriented and 

performance-related funding model or new funding framework (NFF) has been selected 

over the SAPSE funding model and free higher education model to address the problem of 

unequal access to higher education. Specifically, it has been selected because it meets the 

principles of selection according to Kingdon's theory. These include feasibility, value 

acceptability, anticipation of future constraints and policy compatibility. 

Free higher education was rejected mainly because it could not meet the principles of 

technical feasibility and future constraints. This is because it implies that equal access to 

higher education should be universal: that is, higher education should be free for every 

historically disadvantaged and poor student especially at the undergraduate level. Hence 

the White Paper and the National Plan wanted to move away from the usage of "historically 

disadvantaged and advantaged institutions and students" even though the emphasis was 

still on equity and redress in order to ensure that the NFF can receive serious attention. 

4.3 Political Stream and Free Higher Education 

In Kingdon's theory as it was previously shown, politics is another stream that is to a greater 

extent distinct from and independent of the problem and policy streams, but which also 

affects agenda setting. The major components of the political stream include change in the 

political (national or public) mood, interactions among political forces, personnel changes in 

governmental administration, election results and consensus and coalition building. 

Some of the above mentioned elements are evident in South African higher education 

policy-making. For example, in the period between the early mid 1990s and late 1990s, the 

political mood was dominated by a need for reconstruction in order to redress apartheid 

political, social and economic inequalities in general and higher education in particular. As 

Booysen and Erasmus (1998: In Venter, 1998: 229) indicate, 'in 1994 and the late 1990s 

after years of a hard-fought struggle, South African social and political organisational life 

experienced seismic changes and for that matter, the "macrowindows" were opened for 
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policy innovation.' Booysen and Erasmus {1998: In Venter, 1998: 229} further mention that 

... 'this period permitted the new ANC-Ied government to engineer far-reaching policy 

regeneration.' 

In relation to the transformation of higher education and addressing the issue of unequal 

access to higher education, the national mood at that period provided a fertile ground for 

policy communities to push policy alternatives onto the decision-agenda even though it was 

under the constraints of transition and relative uncertainty. As Pityana {2003} holds, the 

period since 1994 was characterised by optimism since the majority of Black students who 

were previously marginalised had to be admitted and the demands for reform were urgent 

and reaching the peak. Therefore, the national mood of the mid-late 1990s provided an 

opportunity for SASCO to lobby for free higher education in order to address the problem of 

lack of equal access to higher education. It appears that SASCO interpreted the mood as 

suitable for this policy proposal to be included on the agenda of decision-makers since at 

that time the majority of Black students were stili excluded from participating in higher 

education on financial grounds {Greenstein and Mabogoane, 2003: In Chisholm et aI., 2003: 

139-140; Chisholm 2003: In Chisholm et aI., 2003: 184; Chisholm and Valiy, 2003: In 

Chisholm et aI., 2003: 278; Motala, 2003: In Chisholm et aI., 2003: 318-319}. But after the 

NCHE final report was released, SASCO pushed for free higher education even more 

vehemently because of the perception that students' problems and demands were being 

ignored. This is because the NCHE proposed the goal-oriented funding model and ignored 

the free higher education model which SASCO requested to be included in the agenda by 

the Commission after the release of the first report {Chisholm and Vally, 2003: In Chisholm 

et aI., 2003: 278-279}. 

Even though that period seemed to be favourable for free higher education, the 

government did not apply it to the problem in question, but rather applied the goal­

oriented funding model proposed by the NCHE. As was indicated previously, the Minister of 

Education at the time, Mr. Bengu argued that SASCO's free higher education policy is 

impossible, citing lack of financial resources to make it a reality. The release of the Green 

Paper of 1996 and the White Paper of 1997 saw rather the refurbishing of the goal-oriented 

model which ended up being the goal-oriented and performance-related model. 
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When changes of personnel (Mr. Thabo Mbeki elected into presidency and Mr. Kader Asmal 

becoming the new Minister of Education) in governmental administration took place in 
- ---- - --- -- ----- ------ ------- ----

------~-,---,---

1999, one would have expected that free higher education would be considered 6-ecause-llV 

1999 South African higher education experienced decline in student enrolments. This was 

not the case however since the refurbishing of the goal-oriented and performance-related 

model continued instead. This was a period that pressed the Minister of Education to make 

decisive choices in crucial areas such as playing a steering-role and financing higher 

education within a single integrated and co-ordinated, yet differentiated, higher education 

system as per the recommendations of the NCHE report of 1996 and the principles of the 

Green Paper of 1996, White Paper of 1997, Higher Education Act of 1997 and the National 

Plan of 2001. The economic challenges that South Africa faced globally and nationally 

determined that any policy that was to be adopted in order to address the problem in 

question had to be feasible and anticipate future financial constraints. The aim was to make 

higher education responsive to the economic challenges. In this period then, the role of the 

Minister in policy-making began to be predominant since as Badat (2006: 8) notes, 

" ... particularistic stakeholder interests generally tended to make difficult any substantive 

consensus on crucial issues that require tough choices and decisions ... " This remained so 

until the NFF (goal-oriented and performance-related model) was officially released in 

December 2003 and the beginning of 2004. 

After the 2004 elections, another change of personnel especially in the Ministry of 

Education, took place and this again provided a chance for free higher education to be 

pushed onto the agenda of decision-makers. Mr. Kader Asmal was dismissed and Mrs. 

Naledi Pandor became the Minister of Education. However, the developments of this period 

were not that fertile for its promotion onto the decision agenda. This was because Pandor's 

office was committed to implementing the recommendations of the National Plan about the 

mergers and the NFF. Even though this was the case, the challenges of university dropouts 

on the basis of lack of financial support were still persisting and the Minister still expressed 

serious concern about this in her education budget speeches of 2005, 2006 and 2007 

(Pandor, 2005; 2006; 2007). In most of the cases, Pandor's message was that given the 

challenges of financing higher education in order to improve access to higher education, 

there were considerations to strengthen NSFAS. In 2007, The Minister introduced a three-
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year pilot of Fundisa Fund that was to be managed by the Association of Collective 

... . __ Inv~s~ll1=nts in partnershiP\Nit~ the~SFAS (Pandor, 2007). 

These developments of change in personnel in South African government between 1999 

and 2006, however, did not wholly inhibit SASCO from being engaged in marches and 

protests especially on the basis of student exclusions from participating in higher education 

because of lack of financial support. For example, Cele (2004) (cited in (Koen et aI., 2006: 

408) mentions that in 2002, SASCO protested against the idea of mergers claiming that they 

would negatively impact individual student fees. According to Koen et al (2006: 405) 

students who participate in these activities are generally more concerned about their 

financial abilities to complete studies than they are with issues of university entrance and/or 

acceptance. However, in Koen et al.'s observation, these marches and protests had little 

impact on exclusions (2006: 413). This implies that SASCO marches and protests in this 

period have not forced decision-makers to consider free higher education as a more viable 

alternative to improve access to higher education. This should not be surprising because 

according to Kingdon (1995: 154), while it is the case that changes in personnel can produce 

new agenda items, they also make it impossible to consider others too. This is because the 

new administration (or political appointees) might make the consideration of other items 

impossible on the basis of the dominating interests of the day. This is the case because the 

period in question was dominated by a need to make higher education responsive to the 

global and national economic challenges while still emphasising equity and redress in order 

to transform and improve access to higher education. It was again dominated by a need to 

make higher education accessible not only through an increase in student numbers, but also 

through increased throughput and success rates. Hence, the desire for the goal-oriented 

and performance-related funding framework. 

The above state of affairs did not last until the ANC's 2007 Polokwane conference which can 

be best seen as containing both the elements of public mood and turnover of personnel. It 

should be noted that SASCO which is in the spotlight in this study because of its free higher 

education proposal, is the support base of the ANC and its alliance partners. Its activities to 

a greater or lesser degree affect ANC policies. Therefore, for the sake of the discussion in 

this section of the study, the students represented by SASCO become, in a sense, "the 

public" for the top ANC-Ied alliance officials so that their opinions about higher education 
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policies are considered "the public opinion or mood." On the other hand, change of 

personnel in the leadership of the ANC should mean "change of personnel in 

administration" because some of those elected to le~-d it would, i(theANCTSeTec'feainto­

power, become governmental leaders. 

So, since 1999 to 2006 the problem of university dropouts persisted despite the increase in 

student enrolments on the basis that the NSFAS financial capacities were not enough to 

assist all poor students, and since 1994 and throughout 2000 to 2006, SASCO has been 

complaining about the exclusion of poor students from higher education on the basis of lack 

of financial support, the top ANC officials interpreted this "public mood" to their advantage 

in that free higher education was placed on the party's decision-agenda towards the 

Polokwane conference. Of course it is Kingdon's view that government officials' sense ofthe 

national mood serves to promote some items on their policy agendas for it creates a fertile 

ground for their promotion (1995: 147). Therefore, decline in student enrolments, coupled 

with dropouts and continual students' marches and protests created a fertile ground for the 

promotion of free higher education onto the policy agendas of the ANC. Providing free 

higher education became one of the ANC's 2007 Polokwane resolutions and so it promised 

to progressively introduce it up to the undergraduate level (ANe, 2007). 

The election results of the Polokwane conference caused a turnover of personnel within the 

ANC as the present South African president Mr. Jacob Zuma became the ANC president 

(ANC, 2007). This turnover provided SASCO with the hope that finally, free higher education 

would be adopted and implemented by the new administration. This hope even grew when 

the Ministry of Education was split into two and Dr. Nzimande of the SACP was appointed 

the Minister of Higher Education and Training after the 2009 general elections. The SACP in 

its 12th national conference also resolved for free education from early childhood to higher 

education especially up to the undergraduate level (SACP, 2007: 8). However, this has not 

been the case since it seems that there was no indication or even consensus about the time 

for its adoption and implementation. What is evident is that SASCO was expecting that it 

should have been adopted and implemented already. This is because SASCO leadership is 

accusing the government of selectively implementing Polokwane resolutions and thereby 

neglecting to progressively introduce free higher education (Chuenyane, 2010). Apart from 

that, the Minister of Finance, Pravin Gordhan is accused of defying Polokwane resolutions 
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by giving tax breaks to capital instead of detailing the processes of acquiring funds for 

progressively introducing free education (Ndamase, 2010). Again, earlier this year, the 

majority of university campuses were plagued by SASCO marcnesano-p-rofestsaemanafnif 

free higher education. 

While it is assumed that Nzimande is of the view that free higher education is possible for 

poor students, the problem among others is that his argument is that "the poor" must be 

properly defined (Pretorius, 2009). This is because in his view as Pretorius notes, some 

students are not considered as poor by the current NSFAS's threshold eligibility mechanisms 

(Pretorius, 2009). This is because the current NSFAS's income provisions and cut-offs mean 

that the majority of students from South Africa's working class are excluded because of their 

income bands (Mail and Guardian, 2009). Furthermore, Fredericks (2010) indicates that 

while Nzimande advocates free education up to the undergraduate level, his opinion is that 

it should only be given to academically deserving students. This implies that the Minister 

advocates free higher education but only on the basis of merit. Within this context the 

question is: Why is free higher education not an accepted policy in South Africa? The next 

chapter is dedicated to explaining this. 

Summary: 

The argument in this section has been to show that the political stream is the most 

important promoter or inhibiter of high agenda status. As was indicated, the political 

developments immediately after the 1994 elections provided a fertile ground for free higher 

education to be elevated onto the decision agenda, but it was inhibited because it did not 

receive any serious backup from high ranking ANC-Ied Alliance members. From 1999 to 

2006, change of personnel both in the Presidency and in the Ministry of Education was 

expected to provide this policy proposal chances to be considered, but this was not the case 

as much of the attention was the goal-oriented and performance-related funding model. It 

was only before and after the Polokwane conference that free higher education was 

elevated onto the agenda of decision-makers especially at the ANC-Ied Alliance party level. 

Some of the decision-makers in the Alliance especially in the Presidency (Mr. Jacob Zuma) 

and the current Ministry of Higher Education and Training (Mr. Blade Nzimande) are in 
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governmental administration, but free higher education is not yet an adopted policy. Thus, 

the question is: why is this case? 
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CHAPTER S: ANALYSIS AND CONCLUSION 

... · .... Elose-attenti0Atothe . .aevelop mel1tsi l1.the.poJicy.aJuLpQlitJ~aLstLE~alll s!~Ve.als_\NI'1Y .f.ree 

higher education is not an accepted policy. As was seen in the policy stream since 1996, free 

higher education has been mainly rejected or ignored on the basis that it was or is 

technically infeasible. For example, when SASCO rejected the NCHE report 1996 in the form 

of it first and final draft and thereby proposing this policy alternative, the then Minister of 

Education rejected it on the basis that it appears to be infeasible. When the White Paper 3 

of 1997 was released, the same sentiments were repeated because SASCO still called for 

this policy proposal after the Green Paper of 1996 was released. In order to prove that the 

policy proposal in question was not accepted by the government, the goal-oriented funding 

model that was proposed by the NCHE in 1996 was therefore debated and redrafted 

throughout the developments in the White Paper, Higher Education Act and the National 

Plan. Eventually, the new funding framework (NFF) or goal-oriented and performance­

related funding model came into being in 2003 and was implemented in the 2004/2005 

financial year. 

Some policy specialists and academics have also rejected free higher education on a similar 

basis. For example, Odhav (2009) argued that the call for free higher education is 

problematic since it implies redirecting resources from dysfunctional constituencies, but 

even that might not be enough for the implementation of universal free higher education. It 

is also interesting to notice that even those who advocate free higher education are quite 

aware that its implementation would need massive financial aid from government. For 

Example, Badat (2010) holds that any immediate implementation of this alternative would 

mean that other priorities such as health and housing have to be sacrificed. While this view 

was meant to show the possibility of free higher education, it implicitly suggests that it is 

not feasible because to improve its feasibility would heavily rely on redirecting funds from 

other constituencies. 

Currently, free higher education is still seen to be problematic because funding and 

resources remain the major stumbling blocks (SABC, 2010). Of course, the ANC-2007 

Polokwane conference has elevated it onto the agenda of decision-makers to be 

investigated, but lack of financial resources is still the hindrance for the realisation of this 
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policy proposal. For example, the Department of Higher Education and Training's former 

director general, Mary Metcalfe (cited in SABC, 2010) argues that while this policy is the goal 
------------- --

of the government; financial constraints make it~naffordable especially iHI:[5-to-benefiiarr 

poor students. It is for this reason that Dr. Blade Nzimande would indicate that rather than 

advocating free higher education for all, he is advocating free higher education for poor 

deserving students (SABC, 2010). 

The infeasibility problem of free higher education further implies not complying with other 

selection or survival principles proposed by Kingdon, especially anticipation of future 

constrains. This is because providing free higher education for everyone means that 

universities would have to enrol every historically disadvantaged or poor student. Student 

enrolments are already posing a challenge to the human resource capacities and university 

facilities. This challenge has been brought about by the help of the NSFAS which has at least 

ensured that a great number of disadvantaged students are able to access higher education. 

Some universities cannot cope with these increased student enrolments and the 

government has adopted and implemented the NFF which somehow caps student numbers 

to anticipate future financial and human resource constraints. Therefore, the adoption and 

implementation of the NFF implied the rejection of free higher education on the basis future 

budgetary and human resource constraints. 

Apart from that, the developments in the political stream have proved to be a hindrance for 

free higher education to become an accepted policy proposal in South Africa. In principle, 

this means that lack of political support from decision-makers is one of the contributing 

factors that prevent this policy alternative from being accepted. For instance, when the 

change in administration after the end of the apartheid regime in 1994 took place, SASCO 

tried to push free higher education to be considered by requesting that it should be placed 

on the agenda of the NCHE. However, as it was previously shown, the then Minister of 

Education rejected it on the basis of its infeasibility and considered the goal-oriented 

funding model proposed by the NCHE while for the SASPE model was still scrutinised. The 

former was then redrafted and emerged as a goal-oriented and performance-related 

framework during the release of the White Paper of 1997. This funding framework was then 

made law when the Higher Education Act 101 of 1997 was enacted. His successor, Kader 

Asmal, ignored free higher education and fully focused on making the goal-oriented and 
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performance-related funding framework a reality. As was previously indicated, it was 

adopted in 2003 and implemented in 2004. Mr. Asmal's successor, Mrs. Pandor is the one 

who saw the implementation of the NFF (goal-oriented- ariaperformanc-e'reiatedrun-ding -

framework). However, the ANC 2007 Polokwane conference saw free higher education back 

on the discussion agenda and it was then considered by the new decision-makers. Although 

this is the case, the same policy-makers have not adopted it: instead the debate is now 

about appropriately defining the poor who would constitute its beneficiaries. 

In the light of the developments in the policy stream and political stream, free higher 

education appears not to be an accepted policy because these streams as well as the 

problem stream cannot converge. While the events in the problem stream have been 

strongly indicating that the problem of unequal access to higher education is still immense 

and therefore this problem received the serious attention of decision-makers, the events in 

the policy and political stream have been inconsistent and unable to ensure that all of them 

converge. For example, the events in the policy stream which were dominated by the 

redrafting and refurbishing of the goal-oriented funding model proposed by the NCHE in 

1996 until it was implemented in 2004, have caused this stream to drift away from the 

problem stream in the sense that free higher education was not selected to address the in 

question. Therefore free higher education could not be coupled with the problem of 

unequal access to higher education because it was perceived as too expensive. Even 

currently free higher education is still seen as problematic based on the same principle. 

Hence the Minister of Higher Education and Training is calling for free higher education for 

academically deserving poor students so that it can meet the principles in question. 

With regard to the political stream, events such as changes of personnel in the government 

administration have caused similar issues even though they provided opportunities for free 

higher education to be elevated onto the agenda of decision-makers. Since the end of 

apartheid in 1994 until 2006, free higher education did not even rise onto the agenda of 

decision-makers in all the turnovers of South African presidents and ministers of education. 

Hence it could not even become a policy. This is because in the light of Kingdon's theory, a 

policy proposal has to at least be elevated onto decision agenda if it is to receive a serious 

attention by decision-makers and be selected to address a policy problem. Since the end of 

2007 until currently this policy proposal has been elevated onto the agenda of decision-
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makers and it has received the attention of decision-makers as the Minister of Higher 

Education and Training appointed a Ministerial Committee to evaluate the efficacy of the 
------ - -- ------- ----

NSFAS and make recommendations on how to progressively introducerree-higner-eoucatibff-- -- -- -- ------

for the poor at the undergraduate level {Nzimane, 2009}. But the problem is that political 

support is not strong enough for it to be seriously considered and adopted. The implication 

of Nzimande's opinion is that free higher education still needs to be studied so that it can be 

feasible and anticipate future constraints. This is a positive movement toward the problem 

and policy stream as it implies that free higher education needs to be redrafted and 

refurbished so that it is not universal; that is, not for everyone of the poor students. 

However, due to a lack of political support, it is not yet an accepted policy proposal. 

In general, what is being driven home here is that free higher education is not yet an 

accepted policy proposal in South Africa because: 

• It does not meet all the principles of selection and survival particularly technical 

feasibility and anticipation of future constraints, 

• Political support especially from the decision-makers is still not enough to 

ensure its acceptability; and, 

• The three streams have not yet converged as the policy and political stream 

keep drifting away from the problem stream. 

Therefore the implication is that if free higher education can be refurbished such that it can 

become feasible, receive enough political support and the three streams of action converge, 

it would emerge as a policy to improve equal access to higher education. However, if it can 

be considered, it must be carefully planned such that it is not as free as it is proposed by 

SASCO otherwise the money sponsoring higher education would not be different frorn 

charity funding. This is because the main feature of SASCO's model of free higher education 

is that it is non-refundable. In this form, free higher education does not provide an 

opportunity for cost-recovery plans like the present NSFAS's loan bursaries. In such a form, 

this policy proposal will not meet the selection principle of anticipating future financial 

constraints because it will still not be feasible. 

Another complicating factor is that the South African social context is also stately changing 

from what it was immediately after the apartheid. Poverty is no longer highly attributable to 

81 



the historically disadvantaged institutions and students. Presently, some critical elements of 

poverty are conspicuous even the former white universities as well as White students. 

Therefore, targeting institutions and students of colb~-rinor(fer to improve access to-fiiglief -

education is becoming illusive because students move between these types of institutions of 

higher learning (Letseka and Maile, 2008). This might cause free higher education to fail to 

improve the issue of equal access. While the possibility of free higher education is still being 

assessed, then the voucher system proposed by HSRC (2008) should be assessed too. In 

principle, "the voucher could be used in the form of a certificate that parents or students 

could use to pay for education at a university of their choice" and this would allow greater 

economic diversity by offering students from lower-income families the opportunity to 

access quality higher education from previously unaffordable universities (Letseka and 

Maile, 2008). Strict definition of the poor as proposed by the Minister of Higher Education 

and Training is not far from the truth. The fact of the matter is it appears that in order to 

improve equal access to higher education whether through the NFF, free higher education 

or voucher system, South African government needs to seriously address the issues of 

poverty and inequalities otherwise skewed representation and higher numbers of university 

dropouts would continuously confront higher education system. 
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